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Prologue 


NEVER BEFORE in human history has there been a structure that is at 
once so visible to the world, so celebrated, so examined, so 
invested with authority, and yet, at the same time, so strangely 
impenetrable at its core. After centuries of study and admiration, 
the Parthenon remains, in so many ways, an enigma. 

The past three decades have brought perhaps the most 
intensive period of scrutiny the Parthenon has seen since its 
construction nearly twenty-five hundred years ago (447-432 B.c.). 
The monumental work of the Acropolis Restoration Service in the 
conservation and analysis of the building has revealed a wealth of 
new information about how the Parthenon was planned, 
engineered, and constructed. Surprises, like newly revealed traces 
of bright paint on architectural moldings set high within the west 
porch, hint at the original, radiant decoration of the temple. At 
the same time, freshly emerging evidence from Greek literature, 
inscriptions, art, and archaeology has broadened our 
understanding of the world in which the Parthenon was built. 
The myths, belief systems, ritual and social practices, cognitive 
structures, even the emotions of the ancient Athenians, are now 
under rigorous review. But much of what has been discovered in 
recent years does not fit into the sense we have had of the 
Parthenon for the past two and a half centuries. Why? 

Our contemporary understanding of the Parthenon and the 
symbolism that has been constructed for it from the 
Enlightenment on has everything to do with the self-image of 
those who have described and interpreted it. There is a natural 
tendency to see likeness to oneself when approaching a culture as 
foreign as that of Greek antiquity. How much more so this is 
when looking at a monument that has become the icon of 
Western art, the very symbol of democracy itself. With these 
labels comes a projection onto the Parthenon of all our standards 


of what it means to be civilized. In looking at the building, 
Western culture inevitably sees itself; indeed, it sees only what 
flatters its own self-image or explains it through connection to the 
birthplace of democracy. 

This association has been reinforced again and again by the 
adoption of Parthenonian style for civic architecture beginning 
with the neoclassical movement and culminating in the Greek 
Revival. From the early nineteenth century on, financial and 
governmental institutions, libraries, museums, and universities 
have reproduced classical architectural forms to communicate a 
set of values, implicitly aligning themselves with the flowering of 
democratic Athens. One need only look at the Second Bank of the 
United States in Philadelphia (1811-1824), the British Museum 
(1823-1852), the U.S. Custom House on Wall Street (1842) (this 
page), Founder’s Hall at Girard College in Philadelphia (1847), 
the U.S. Treasury Building in Washington, D.C. (1836-1869), the 
Ohio State Capitol (1857), the Philadelphia Museum of Art 
(1928), or the U.S. Supreme Court Building (1935) to recognize 
quotations from the iconic form of the Parthenon.: Ironically, 
these unequivocally secular civic structures have appropriated 
what is, fundamentally, a religious architectural form. 
Preoccupied with the political and the aesthetic, we have become 
all too comfortable with the constructed identity of Parthenon as 
icon, neglecting its primary role as a deeply sacred space. 

Any views that depart from the well-established contemporary 
understanding of the Parthenon, and its association with civic life 
as we know it, have been effaced, like the traces of paint and 
intricate detail that once adorned the surface of the temple itself. 
Criticism of the conventional creed is taken as an attack on an 
entire belief system. The long-standing association of the 
Parthenon with Western political ideology has, indeed, caused 
new interpretations to meet with enormous resistance. But there 
is much more to the Parthenon and the people who created it 
than flatters and corresponds to our sense of ourselves. To 
recover it, we must begin by trying to see the monument through 
ancient eyes. 

Viewing the Parthenon as synonymous with the Western 
democratic system of government began in the eighteenth 
century, when the art historian Johann Winckelmann first linked 
the emergence of individual liberty to the development of high 


classical style. In his influential book, Geschichte der Kunst des 
Alterthums (History of the Art of Antiquity, 1764), Winckelmann 
argued that the rise and decline of artistic styles followed 
developments in the political sphere. The peak of Greek art, he 
maintained, coincided with the democratic form of government. 2 
Nine years later his student Johann Hermann von Riedesel took 
this model a step further, proclaiming the Parthenon to be “the 
supreme product of Athenian democracy.”3 

This sentiment was robustly embraced during the Greek War of 
Independence (1821 to 1830) and the period that immediately 
followed it. As the modern Greek nation was forged, the 
European powers that helped to shape it constructed narratives 
through which they could trace their own political systems back 
to the epicenter of the Athenian Acropolis. On August 28, 1834, 
the newly designated king of Greece, Otto, son of King Ludwig of 
Bavaria, officially inaugurated the Parthenon as an ancient 
monument. In a carefully orchestrated pageant conceived in the 
very image of Periklean Athens, King Otto rode on horseback 
with his regents, court, and bodyguards while soldiers from the 
National Guard led a procession of citizen elders, teachers, guild 
officers, and other notables.4 Sixty Athenians marched with olive 
branches in hand, while on the Acropolis, Athenian maidens, 
dressed in white and carrying bows of myrtle, unfurled a banner 
displaying the image of Athena.s Upon reaching the citadel, King 
Otto was presented with keys to its gate and escorted into the 
Parthenon by the neoclassical architect Leo von Klenze. There, 
the king was enthroned upon a chair covered in laurel, olive, and 
myrtle. Klenze delivered a rousing patriotic address, advocating 
the restoration of the Parthenon and the obliteration of every 
trace of Ottoman Turkish building on the Acropolis. “All the 
remains of barbarity will be removed,” Klenze proclaimed. He 
then bade King Otto to sanctify the first marble drum to be 
restored to the “reborn Parthenon.” The king obliged, tapping 
three times on the white marble column segment set before him.« 
Klenze’s vision of a barbarian-free Acropolis was fully realized in 
his “ideal view” of the Acropolis (following page), painted in 
1846 and acquired by King Otto’s father, Ludwig I, some six years 
later.7 

In the century that followed, the growth of archaeology and an 
ever-increasing recognition of classical Greece as the cradle of 


Western civilization elevated classical cultural production to a 
whole new level.s In 1826 work began on a replica of the 
Parthenon atop Calton Hill just east of Edinburgh. Designed as 
the National Monument of Scotland to memorialize Scottish 
soldiers and sailors lost in the Napoleonic Wars, it would become, 
people hoped, the final resting place for a host of Scottish 
notables. The structure was never completed, and the single 
facade that stands today is marked with an inscription that reads, 
“A Memorial of the Past and Incentive to the Future Heroes of the 
Men of Scotland.”9 Meanwhile, just above Regensburg in Bavaria, 
King Ludwig I built his own Parthenon (1830-1842), designed by 
the same Leo von Klenze of the ceremony on the Acropolis. 
Named Walhalla, “the Hall of the Dead” (facing page), the 
Bavarian Parthenon was furnished with portrait busts and 
inscribed plaques commemorating more than a hundred famous 
individuals across eighteen hundred years of German history. By 
1897 the United States could boast of its own Parthenon, built in 
Nashville, Tennessee, for the state’s Centennial Exposition of 
1896-1897. The wooden structure was rebuilt in concrete in 
1920-1931 and remains a prized landmark of the city to this day 
(this page).10 

By the twentieth century, Ernst Gombrich would hail the 
“Great Awakening” in Greek art as a product of the dawn of 
democracy. He viewed the “summit of its development” in the 
high classical period as a direct reflection of the “new freedom” 
experienced by artists working within the new political system.11 
This positivist construct was perpetuated in a blockbuster 
exhibition of Greek art that traveled across the United States in 
1992, celebrating the twenty-five hundredth anniversary of the 
birth of democracy. The show, titled The Greek Miracle: Classical 
Sculpture from the Dawn of Democracy, treated viewers in 
Washington, D.C., and New York City to the very finest of 
surviving Greek art.i2 


Leo von Klenze, Ideal View of the Acropolis and the Areopagus in Athens, 1846. 
(illustration credit ill.1) 


Walhalla memorial, Regensburg, Bavaria, 1830-1842, Leo von Klenze, 
architect. (illustration credit ill.2) 


The tendency to see oneself in ancient artistic masterpieces is 
not, however, limited to the adherents of any particular political 
ideology. Cecil Rhodes viewed the Parthenon as a manifestation 


not of democracy but of empire. “Through art, Pericles taught the 
lazy Athenians to believe in Empire,” he maintained.13 Karl Marx, 
also attracted to Greek art, preferred to understand classical 
monuments as products of a society not at its peak but in its 
infancy. “The charm of [Greek] art,” Marx argued, “was 
inextricably bound up” with “the unripe social conditions under 
which it arose.”14 The splendor of high classical art in general, 
and the Parthenon in particular, would hold irresistible attraction 
for the fascist regime of Hitler’s Germany, which readily 
appropriated it in the service of its ideological, cultural, and 
social agendas.is 


Nashville Parthenon, Centennial Park, Nashville, Tennessee, 1920-1931. 
(illustration credit ill.3) 


Should we be surprised that Sigmund Freud’s response to the 
Parthenon was one of guilt? He was tortured by the fact that he 
had been privileged to see a masterpiece that his own father, a 
wool merchant of modest means, could never have seen or 
appreciated. Indeed, Freud was riddled with guilt at the thought 
of having surpassed his father in this good fortune. 16 

In 1998, the editor Boris Johnson, now mayor of London, 
published in The Daily Telegraph an interview with a senior 
curator at the British Museum. Johnson quoted the curator as 


saying that the Elgin Marbles are “a pictorial representation of 
England as a free society and the liberator of other peoples.”17 
Thus, the Parthenon serves as both magnet and mirror. We are 
drawn to it, we see ourselves in it, and we appropriate it in our 
own terms. In the process, its original meaning, inevitably, is very 
much obscured. 

Indeed, our understanding of the Parthenon is so bound up 
with the history of our responses to it that it is difficult, if not 
impossible, to separate the two. When the object of scrutiny has 
been thought so matchlessly beautiful and iconic, a screen for 
meanings projected upon it across two and a half millennia, it is 
all the more challenging to recover the original sense of it. What 
is clear is that the Parthenon matters. Across cultures and 
centuries its enduring aura has elicited awe, adulation, and 
superlatives. Typical of the gushing is that of the Irish artist and 
traveler Edward Dodwell, who spent the years 1801-1806 
painting and writing in Greece. Of the Parthenon he declared, “It 
is the most unrivaled triumph of sculpture and architecture that 
the world ever saw.”is This same sentiment inflamed Lord Elgin, 
less a man of words than of action. In fact, during the very years 
of Dodwell’s stay in Athens, Lord and Lady Elgin and a team of 
helpers were busy taking the temple apart, hoisting down many 
of its sculptures and shipping them off to London, where they 
remain to this day. 

Even the removal of its sculptures, however, could not dull the 
building’s allure. In 1832, the French poet Alphonse de 
Lamartine, last of the Romantics, declared the Parthenon to be 
“the most perfect poem ever written in stone on the surface of the 
earth.”19 Not long thereafter, the neo-Gothic architect Eugène 
Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc proclaimed the cathedral at Amiens to 
be “the Parthenon of Gothic Architecture.”20 Even the great 
arbiter of twentieth-century modernism Charles-Edouard 
Jeanneret, later known as Le Corbusier, upon first seeing the 
Parthenon proclaimed it “the repository of the sacred standard, 
the basis for all measurement in art.”21 

And so the Parthenon’s larger-than-life status has had a 
profound effect on the ways in which it has been scrutinized, 
what questions have been asked of it, and, more interesting, what 
questions have been left unasked. Too revered to be questioned 
too much, the Parthenon has suffered from the distortions that 


tend to befall icons. The fact that so few voices from antiquity 
survive to tell us what the Athenians saw in their most sacred 
temple has only enlarged the vacuum into which post-antique 
interpreters have eagerly rushed. 


IT HAS NOT HELPED the effort to recover original meaning that 
beginning in late antiquity, long after Athens had lost its 
independence, the Parthenon suffered a series of devastating 
blows. Around 195 B.c., a fire consumed the cella, the great room 
at the eastern end of the temple. At some point during the third 
or fourth century A.D., under Roman rule, there was an even more 
ruinous fire. Some scholars have pointed to the attack by the 
Germanic Heruli tribe in A.D. 267 as the cause of this destruction, 
while others have attributed it to the Visigoth marauders under 
Alaric, who plundered Athens in 396.22 Whatever the cause, the 
Parthenon’s roof collapsed, destroying the cella. The room’s 
interior colonnade, its eastern doorway, the base of the cult 
statue, and the roof had to be entirely replaced.23 

The Parthenon’s days as a temple of Athena were now 
numbered. Between A.D. 389 and a.D. 391, the Roman emperor 
Theodosios I issued a series of decrees banning temples, statues, 
festivals, and all ritual practice of traditional Greek polytheism. 
(It was Constantine who legalized Christianity, but it was 
Theodosios who outlawed its competition, making it the state 
religion.) By the end of the sixth century and possibly even 
earlier the Parthenon was transformed into a Christian church 
dedicated to the Virgin Mary. This conversion required a change 
in orientation, with a main entrance now smashed open at the 
western end of the structure and an apse added at the east (this 
page). The westernmost room became a narthex, while a three- 
aisled basilica stretched toward the east in what had been the 
temple’s cella. A baptistery was introduced at the building’s 
northwest corner.24 By the late seventh century this church had 
become the city’s cathedral under the name of the Theotokos 
Atheniotissa, the “God-Bearing Mother of Athens.” When, in 
1204, Frankish forces of the Fourth Crusade invaded, they 
converted the Greek Orthodox cathedral into a Roman Catholic 
one, renaming it Notre-Dame d’Athénes. A bell tower was added 
at its southwest corner. With the fall of Athens to the Ottoman 


Turks in 1458, the Parthenon was rebuilt once again, now as a 
mosque, complete with a mihrab, a pulpit, and a soaring minaret 
on the very spot where the bell tower had stood. 

Having survived largely intact for more than two thousand 
years, the Parthenon suffered a catastrophic explosion on 
September 28, 1687. A week earlier, the Swedish count 
Koenigsmark and his army of ten thousand soldiers had landed at 
Eleusis, just fourteen kilometers to the northwest. There they 
joined the Venetian general Francesco Morosini for the siege of 
Athens, but one front in the larger Morean War, also known as 
the Sixth Ottoman-Venetian War, which lasted from 1684 to 
1699. As the Venetian army advanced upon Athens, the Ottoman 
Turkish garrison defending the city barricaded itself on the 
Acropolis. The Turks had, by now, torn down the temple of 
Athena Nike at the western tip of the citadel and replaced it with 
a cannon platform. They stockpiled live ammunition within the 
walls of the Parthenon itself. Over six days, the Venetians blasted 
an estimated seven hundred cannonballs at the Parthenon, 
shooting from the nearby Museion Hill. Finally, Count 
Koenigsmark’s men scored a direct hit. The Parthenon erupted in 
a violent explosion that sent its interior walls, nearly a dozen 
columns on its north and south flanks, and many of its decorative 
sculptures flying out in all directions. Three hundred people died 
that day on the Acropolis. The battle would rage on for another 
twenty-four hours before the Turkish troops capitulated.25 

The sacred space of the Acropolis was thus forever changed, 
now acquiring a new iconic status as “ruin.”26 By the early 
eighteenth century, a small square mosque was built within the 
rubble of what had been the Parthenon’s cella. Made of brick and 
reused stones, the domed structure (with a three-bayed porch 
facing northwest; see this page) sat within the fallen framework 
of the Parthenon’s colonnade until it was damaged in the Greek 
War of Independence and subsequently removed in 1843.27 


IN SOME SENSE OUR bias toward seeing the Parthenon in political 
terms can be put down to a success of scholarship: the political 
sphere of Athens in the fifth century B.c. is the one we know best. 
The survival of a relative wealth of literature and inscriptions by, 
for, and about classical Athenians provides access to the world of 


Perikles, the general and politician who so shaped what is known 
today as the golden age of Greece, with which the flourishing of 
democracy is very much bound up. Yet there is much more to 
Athenian culture than democracy and more to its conception of 
democracy than what can be perceived by viewing it through a 
modern lens. For one thing, the Athenian notion of politics 
transcends our own. Politeia is difficult to translate in English; in 
fact, the word embraces all the conditions of citizenship in its 
widest sense. Ancient politeia extended far beyond the parameters 
of modern politics, embracing religion, ritual, ideology, and 
values. Aristotle intimates that the primacy of the “common 
good” played a definitive role in politeia, observing that “those 
constitutions that aim at the common good are in effect rightly 
framed in accordance with absolute justice.” 28 

At the very core of Athenian politeia lies the culture’s 
fundamental understanding of itself and its origins, its cosmology 
and prehistory—a nexus of ideas that defined the values of the 
community and gave rise to a complex array of ritual observances 
of which the Parthenon was the focal point for nearly a thousand 
years. Until now, the Parthenon has received relatively little 
consideration in this light. And yet without such understanding it 
is impossible to say satisfactorily just what the Parthenon is 
beyond a supreme architectural achievement or a symbol of a 
political ideal as understood by essentially foreign cultures in the 
remote future. If we are to recover the primordial and original 
meaning of the Parthenon, we must endeavor to see it as those 
who built it did. We must see it through ancient eyes, an effort 
that involves the archaeology of consciousness as much as of 
place. 

This aim of discovering the ancient reality of the Parthenon has 
been advanced by recent archaeological and restoration efforts on 
the Acropolis as well as by fresh anthropological approaches that 
are ever widening our understanding of the ancient past. 
Concrete archaeological discoveries made by the Greek Ministry 
of Culture’s Acropolis Restoration Service in its meticulous 
autopsy of the building have revealed new information on the 
materials, tools, techniques, and engineering employed in the 
Parthenon’s construction.22 We now know many changes were 
introduced in the course of building the Parthenon, which may 
have included the pivotal addition of its unique and magisterial 


sculptured frieze. It has now been established that this frieze 
originally wrapped around the entire eastern porch of the temple. 
Two windows, on either side of the Parthenon’s east door, 
allowed extra light to flood in upon the statue of Athena. Traces 
of a small shrine with an altar have been discovered in the 
temple’s northern peristyle, marking the place of a previously 
unknown sacred space that predates the Parthenon.30 This opens 
the way for a new understanding of pre-Parthenon cult ritual and 
raises questions concerning the continuity of sacred space from 
deep antiquity to the age of Perikles. 

The last decades have seen much more than the proliferation of 
new data on the design and evolution of the Parthenon as a 
building. They have also brought sweeping shifts in scholarship 
that allow us a view of the Parthenon in its more immaterial 
dimensions. New questions are being asked of the ancient 
evidence, with new research models and methods deployed to ask 
them, drawing on the social sciences and religious and cultural 
history. These have generated a fresh approach to monuments 
viewed within the fullness of a whole variety of ancient 
contexts.31 The study of Greek ritual and religion has burgeoned 
over the past thirty years.32 The embeddedness of religion in 
virtually every aspect of ancient Greek life is now fully 
recognized. The study of ancient emotions and also cognition is 
under way, revealing the effects of language, behavior, and 
multisensory experience on feeling and thinking in the ancient 
world.33 We are in a better position than ever before to get inside 
the heads of those who experienced the Acropolis in Greek 
antiquity. 

Ongoing studies of reception, projection, and appropriation 
have exposed the ways in which aesthetic, ideological, and 
nationalist agendas have shaped interpretative frameworks over 
the past 250 years.34 Modern Western nostalgia for a link with 
the classical past, one that affirms the West’s own political and 
cultural aspirations, is now recognized as a controlling force in 
the construction of narratives that have long dominated our 
understanding of the monuments. An awareness of an “other 
Acropolis” is emerging, one that seeks to build a multi-temporal 
and multisensory appreciation of the site and its buildings, 
including the Parthenon itself.s5 Both of these forces—the 
discovery of new evidence and the development of new questions 


and methods through which it can be examined—are at work in 
forging the new paradigm for understanding the Parthenon that is 
proposed in this book. 

The more we have discovered, the more enigmatic the 
Parthenon has come to seem, and the more inadequate appear the 
simplistic meanings ascribed to it by later cultures. As a vastly 
complex world of cult ritual and spiritual intensity reveals itself, 
it still remains to be asked of the structure at the very heart of so 
much strange, dark practice, “What exactly is the Parthenon?” 

Of all the physical remains surviving from the classical period, 
the Parthenon’s sculptured frieze is the largest and most detailed 
revelation of Athenian consciousness we have. This virtuosic 
triumph in the carving of marble, this moving portrayal of noble 
faces from the distant past, this “prayer in stone,” the largest, 
most elaborate narrative tableau the Athenians have left us, 
provides a critical and essential way in. Just what is represented 
by the nearly four hundred figures carved upon it is a question of 
the utmost importance. 

Since the fifteenth century A.D., the Parthenon frieze has been 
viewed as a snapshot of fifth century B.c. Athenians, and, from the 
seventeenth century, they have been understood to be marching 
in their Panathenaic, or all-Athenian, procession, a key event 
within the annual festival of Athena.36 But this reading places the 
frieze outside the standard conventions for Greek temple 
decoration, which regularly drew its subject matter not from 
contemporary reality but from myth. And so this astonishing ring 
of stone carving presents us with an enigma within that of the 
Parthenon itself. 

In the pages that follow, I argue for a new interpretation of the 
frieze, one that stands in sharp contrast to what has become the 
orthodox view.37 My interpretation starts with religion, not 
politics, and through pattern recognition within the iconographic, 
textual, and ritual evidence I propose an understanding that 
challenges how we see both the Parthenon and the people who 
built it. 

I argue that we are looking not at contemporary Athenians 
marching in their annual Panathenaic procession but at a scene 
from the mythical past, one that lies at the very heart of what it 
means to be an Athenian. A tragic saga unfolds, revealing a 
legendary king and queen who, by demand of the Delphic oracle, 


are forced to make an excruciatingly painful choice to save 
Athens from ruin. This choice requires nothing less than the 
ultimate sacrifice. Based on the lives of the founding king and his 
family, the charter myth manifest on the Parthenon frieze 
suggests a far darker and more primitive outlook than later 
cultures and classicists have been prepared to face. This 
harrowing tale provides a critical keyhole into Athenian 
consciousness, one that directly challenges our own self- 
identifications with it. 

The Parthenon thus leads us toward an understanding remote 
from the Renaissance and Enlightenment stereotypes of 
philosophers and rhetoricians that we have become accustomed 
to imagine. In fact, Athenians were a far more foreign people 
than most feel comfortable acknowledging today. Theirs was a 
spirit-saturated, anxious world dominated by an egocentric sense 
of themselves and an overwhelming urgency to keep things right 
with the gods. Much of each day was spent asking, thanking, and 
honoring gods in an attempt to keep balance, reciprocity, and 
harmony with the all-powerful beings who could play with 
human fate. After all, Athenians were continuously threatened by 
war, violence, and death. 

Spirit shadows, divinities, and heroes from the mythical past 
were a constant presence, fully inhabiting the landscape at every 
turn. Life was fragile, uncertain, never consistently happy, and 
full of surprises, except for the looming certainty of death.3s 
Calendars and the timing of cult rituals, religious festivals, 
athletic games, and theatrical performances were set by long- 
established tradition and regulated by the observance of the 
movement of celestial bodies in the night sky. Cosmology, 
landscape, and tradition bound ancient Athenians together within 
an ordered cycle of religious observance, remembrance, and 
ritual practice.39 

The profound, compulsive religiosity of the Athenians, an 
aspect that earned them a reputation for being among the most 
“deisidaimoniacal,” or “spirit-fearing,” people in all of Greece, 
stands in contrast to our idealizing vision of a city inhabited by 
philosophical rationalists.4o That some Athenians might call out 
the name “Athena!” upon hearing the hoot of an owl, avoid 
stepping on gravestones or visiting women about to give birth, 
and kneel to pour oil on smooth stones at crossroads to avert 


their power may come as a surprise to the modern reader. 41 That 
he or she might stick pins in dolls fashioned from wood, clay, 
wax, or lead to place curses or erotic spells on rivals, legal 
adversaries, or love targets may be more surprising still.42 
Perikles, an avowed rationalist, was not beyond tying a charmed 
amulet around his neck when he fell ill with the deadly plague. 43 
Riveting accounts of Athenians engaged in love magic, the casting 
of spells, the inscribing of curses, and the consulting of oracles, 
dream interpreters, and bird-omen readers (remaining ever 
vigilant for signs that might portend the future) bring us closer to 
the experience of actual lives lived. Our own separation of the 
philosophical from the spiritual greatly obscures our 
comprehension of the Athenians as they were. 

Notwithstanding dark practices, the Athenians aspired, above 
all, to be “the most beautiful and noble,” to kalliston, a concept 
that dominated their worldview. This ideal motivated them 
toward heightened excellence but, at the same time, reveals a 
certain unease, an apprehension of the possibility that fortunes 
can suffer sudden reversals. The conviction that they must be “the 
best” utterly governed the Athenians’ sense of their own being, 
absolutely and in relation to everyone else. It also profoundly 
informed their relations to one another. 


ENGAGING WITH a new paradigm, we aim for a deeper, more 
authentic realization of the ancient Athenian experience of the 
monument than we’ve had for the past two hundred years, 
seeking an answer not only to the question “What is the 
Parthenon?” but to the larger one: “Who were the Athenians?” 
That question’s answer has also been rendered obscure and 
reductive by the effort of subsequent peoples to seize the ancient 
mantle. Above all else, the Parthenon—the epicenter of an urgent 
and spiritually charged civic life—is the key to how Athenian 
identity was shaped and sustained. 

At the same time, the Parthenon was first and foremost a 
religious building, a temple among temples. Its status as a 
masterpiece of Western art has long discouraged questions that 
have been asked of other temples built in places and at times that 
we know less well than those of Periklean Athens. In this book, I 
examine the Parthenon in relationship to sacred buildings on the 


Acropolis and elsewhere throughout the Greek world. I focus on 
foundation and genealogical succession myths that define local 
identity and on the signs and symbols that communicate a 
common origin for the Athenian citizenry. I look at local heroes 
and gods, at the relationship between their tombs and temples, 
and at the rituals that built bridges between the two. Such 
monuments enabled citizens to come into direct contact with 
their ancestors, reminding them of the values upon which their 
communities were founded. For a culture without media, without 
a sacred text, the centrality of a great architectural work in 
forging this solidarity cannot be overstated. For the Athenians, 
the Parthenon was a very special nexus in which sacrifice, ritual, 
memory, and, yes, democracy were closely intertwined. 

We shall begin with the natural environment of the Acropolis, 
its cosmology, and the myth tradition that so shaped Athenian 
consciousness. We’ll consider the ways in which local myth grew 
out of local landscape, examining the inseparability of the 
Parthenon from its natural surroundings, memory structures, and 
belief systems that derive from its unique setting. We’ll go on to 
track the transformation of the Acropolis from Mycenaean citadel 
to sanctuary of Athena, focusing on the shrines and temples that 
preceded the Parthenon and the cosmic myth narratives of their 
sculptural decoration. We then turn to the Persian devastation of 
the Acropolis in 480 B.c. and the comprehensive Periklean 
rebuilding program that followed some thirty years later. Here, 
we'll take a close and culminating look at the Parthenon 
sculptures, above all the frieze, which provides such a critical 
aperture into the core meaning of the building. 

In later chapters, we shall examine the implications of this 
reading for our understanding of the Athenians themselves, 
through a better sense of their rituals, festivals, and games and 
the legacy of the Parthenon and Acropolis cults. Central in this is 
the relationship of dead heroes and heroines to rites of 
remembrance at the Panathenaic festival, the preeminent and 
defining celebration of Athenian identity, when the Athenians 
were, so to speak, most intensely, consciously, ecstatically 
Athenian. Finally, we’ll consider the Athenians’ earliest self-styled 
imitators, to take an oblique look at the Athenians through the 
eyes of those who observed them contemporaneously. Though 
hardly more immune to the sort of distorting reverence that 


shapes impressions of Athens in the Renaissance and the 
Enlightenment, the princes of Hellenistic Pergamon were at least 
not so separated from their ideal by the alienating effect of two 
millennia. As we consider the legacy of the Parthenon in the 
invention of heroic narratives and founding myths at the 
sanctuary of Athena Polias Nikephoros at Pergamon, we shall 
endeavor to keep close to the ancient experience, especially to the 
landscape that shaped local memory and to the narratives of 
earth, water, and the heavens that dominated local sensibilities. 
In the evocative words of Christopher Wickham, “Geography, like 
grace, works through people.”44 This is especially true of the 
Athenians, who were first and foremost a people of sea and land, 
of trade and agriculture—in short, of Poseidon and Athena. 

But let us start at the beginning, the scene upon which the 
great, mysterious, and ultimately defining building of the 
Athenians was created. Then, as now, location was the key to 
appreciating all real estate, and so let us first explore the 
Acropolis and its environment. 


THE SACRED ROCK 


Myth and the Power of Place 


“THE EASIEST THING to do is to walk right in the stream; this way, 
we'll also get our feet wet, which is very pleasant, especially at 
this hour and season,” Phaidros suggests as he and Sokrates pass 
beyond the city walls. He’d been in search of a quiet place on the 
banks of the Ilissos River where he could memorize an oration 
he’d just heard delivered by the speech writer Lysias. On his way 
out of Athens, Phaidros bumped into Sokrates, who was happy to 
join him to discuss the speech, one devoted to the nature of 
homoerotic love. 

Crossing the Ilissos, the two friends stop at a place by the foot 
of the Ardettos Hill, near where the Panathenaic Stadium stands 
today. Sokrates is delighted with the spot and extols the 
loveliness of its natural surroundings. Plato, who recounts this 
story in his Phaidros around 370 B.c., places on the lips of Sokrates 
what is perhaps the most vivid surviving description of the sights, 
sounds, smells, and touch of the classical Athenian landscape: 


It really is a beautiful resting place. The plane tree is tall and 
very broad; the chaste-tree, high as it is, is wonderfully 


shady, and since it is in full bloom, the whole place is filled 
with its fragrance. From under the plane tree the loveliest 
spring runs with very cool water—our feet can testify to that. 
The place appears to be dedicated to Acheloös and some of 
the Nymphs, if we can judge from the statues [of girls, korai] 
and votive offerings [agalmata]. Feel the freshness of the air; 
how pretty and pleasant it is; how it echoes with the 
summery, sweet song of the cicadas’ chorus! The most 
exquisite thing of all, of course, is the grassy slope: it rises so 
gently that you can rest your head perfectly when you lie 
down on it. 

Plato, Phaidros 230b-c2 


In this intimate portrait of Sokrates enjoying the simple pleasure 
of lying with his head deep in the summer grass, Plato evokes not 
only the humanity of the philosopher, who was his teacher, but 
also the idyllic natural environment that blessed the city of 
Athens. 

As they’d approached the shade of the river’s edge, Phaidros’s 
thoughts had turned immediately to myth. “Tell me, Sokrates, 
isn’t it from somewhere near this stretch of the Ilissos that people 
say Boreas [the North Wind] carried Oreithyia away?...Couldn’t 
this be the very spot?” he inquires. “No,” Sokrates replies, that 
place is “two or three hundred yards farther downstream, where 
one crosses to get to the district of Agra. I think there is even an 
altar to Boreas there.” Looking up at the doll-like figurines placed 
here by worshippers, Sokrates surmises that this must be a spot 
sacred to the river god Acheloös and the nymphs. Before long, he 
feels the effects of the mythically charged location: “There’s 
something truly divine about this place, so don’t be surprised if 
I’m quite taken by the Nymphs’ madness as I go on with the 
speech. I am on the edge of speaking in dithyrambs.”3 

Sokrates might be forgiven for his spontaneous mouthing of 
those ecstatic hymns to Dionysos. For these passages from the 
Phaidros reveal how inseparable were myth, landscape, memory, 
and the sacred within Athenian consciousness—and also what 
collective power they exerted on the emotions.4 With signs and 
symbols of local piety and ritual abounding, Sokrates’s own short 
bout of nympholepsy (in his day, an agitation induced by 
proximity to actual nymphs) makes palpable for us the power of 


place.s The presence of the gods is real to Sokrates and Phaidros, 
men of the highly educated elite of the city. While Sokrates may 
be loath to speculate on the myth of Boreas and Oreithyia 
(daughter of the mythical king Erechtheus and his wife, 
Praxithea), he is happy enough to accept common opinion on the 
setting for the story.c The ancient landscape bristled with such 
localities charged with meaning, natural landmarks experienced 
with an intensified awareness by generations of Athenians, 
privileged and humble, educated and unschooled alike. 

We begin our examination of the Parthenon with its broader 
natural surroundings, the landscape that so shaped Athenian 
consciousness of place and time, of reality itself (below). It is out 
of Attica—the greater territory surrounding Athens—that the 
forces of nature and divinity, of human drama and history, 
issued. To commemorate their favorable resolution required 
nothing less than what the Parthenon would be: the largest, most 
exquisitely planned and constructed, lavishly decorated, and 
aesthetically compelling temple that the Athenians would ever 
build. It would also be a monument steeped in carved images 
retelling vibrant stories from the city’s mythical past. For in the 
Greek view, mythos (a “saying” or “story” without rational claim 
to truth) and history (the empirical search for truth about the 
past)7 were often indistinguishable; both were inscribed in epic 
and genealogical narratives set in a landscape thought to have 
existed since the world was created out of chaos. Places of 
memory within this landscape held special meaning for 
generations of inhabitants who passed age-old narratives down to 
their children. 
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Acropolis at dawn from west. © Robert A. McCabe, 1954-1955. (illustration 
credit ill.4) 


The Greeks comprehended their distant past according to 
certain fixed “boundary catastrophes” that punctuated and 
divided time into distinct eras.s Cosmic battles, global deluge, 
and epic wars are chief among the catastrophes that marked the 
succession of one period by another: in the early chapters of this 
book we shall consider the power of each sort of upheaval. (All 
show influence from the ancient Near East, some of it direct, but 
much via Syro-Palestinian and Phoenician sources.)9 But of the 
three disruptive forces, none, of course, could have done more to 
shape the landscape or the culture’s awareness of it than the ebb 
and flow of water. The recurrence of floods and deluges became a 
definitive means for dividing time into eras, the division between 
the antediluvian and the diluvian being as important to the 
Greeks as to the Sumerians and Hebrews. 

The recounting of ancient narratives that describe era-defining 
floods, clashes among the gods, and epic battles of Greeks against 


exotic “others” (Amazons, Centaurs, Trojans, and Thracians) was 
utterly essential to Athenian paideia (education) and piety. That 
these phenomena played out in an ancient landscape still visible 
to Athenians of the historical period bound them to a mythic past 
in a way scarcely imaginable to us; for them the remote past was 
not remote but immanent in everything. The meaning of the 
Parthenon—the sense of its design and decoration, no less than its 
location—cannot be understood without wading into the spring 
of associations from which it issues. To do so, we must start at 
ground level with the ecology and topography of the ancient city. 


ATTICA COMPRISES a triangular peninsula of some 2,400 square 
kilometers (927 square miles) that juts into the Aegean Sea at the 
very southeast corner of the Greek mainland (facing page). 

It is bordered on the northwest by the Kithairon Mountains, 
some 104 kilometers (65 miles) distant, a range that separates it 
from the neighboring territory of Boiotia. Mounts Parnes and 
Aigaleos rise to the north and west of Athens; Mounts Pentelikon 
and Hymettos lie to its northeast and east. Mounts Keratovouni 
and Paneion sit to the southeast of the city, near Laureion. In 
between these mountains stretch four valleys and three great 
plains: the Mesogeia Plain to the east of Mount Hymettos, the 
Pedion (literally, “Plain”) to the northwest of Athens, and the 
Thriasion Plain between Athens and Eleusis. The Acropolis 
(literally, “Peak or High Point of the City”) is one of a series of 
smaller hills that rise within Athens itself (facing page).10 The 
Areios Pagos, or Areopagus (“Hill of Ares”), sits just beside it at 
the west, with the Kolonos Agoraios to the northwest skirting the 
ancient marketplace, or Agora. Farther to the west rise the Pnyx 
and the Hill of the Nymphs, while at the southwest sits the 
Mouseion Hill. Ardettos Hill rests to the southeast of the 
Acropolis beyond the city walls, and farther away at the northeast 
we find Mount Lykabettos and Strefi Hill. Even farther north rises 
the ancient Anchesmos (“Sharp-Peaked”) Hill, later called 
Lykovounia (Wolf Mountains) and, today, Tourkovounia (a more 
recent reference to Ottoman times). At the south, Attica opens 
onto the Saronic Gulf through a series of excellent harbors and 
bays (previous page). It has been estimated that by the 430s B.C., 
Attica had a population of between 300,000 and 400,000 people. 


About half of these are believed to have lived in Athens and the 
area immediately surrounding it. 
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Map of Attica. (illustration credit ill.5) 


It is difficult to grasp today, given the density and 
overdevelopment of modern Athens, just how diverse the 
ecosystems of ancient Attica were. Already in Plato’s time, there 
was a sense that the countryside had changed dramatically over 
the preceding millennia. In the Kritias, he tells us that the Attic 
landscape once had mountains with high arable hills, fertile 
plains deep with loamy soil, and thick forests all around.11 Still, 
even in his day, the countryside was rich with olive and plane 
trees, oaks and cypresses, Aleppo pine, cedar, laurel, willow, 


poplar, elm, almond, walnut, and mastic as well as the evergreen 
bushes myrtle and oleander. Fruit-bearing trees kept Athenians 
happy with figs, pears, apples, plums, cherries, pomegranates, 
and more. Vines and vineyards provided grapes for eating, for 
drying as raisins, and for making wine. No doubt, vine-entwined 
arbors provided shade for outdoor living much as they do today. 
Giant fennel grew wild, along with broom, eglantine, ivy, 
buckthorn, hemlock, akanthos, and celery.i2 Vegetable gardens 
provided garlic, onions, and prickly lettuce as well as broad 
beans, lentils, chickpeas, and other legumes. A host of herbs, 
including thyme, sage, oregano, and mint, enlivened the local 
cuisine. 

The fertile fields of the Attic countryside (chora) fed thriving 
agricultural ventures that produced olives, cereals, and vines (this 
page). Barley and (to a lesser extent) wheat were grown as 
mainstays of the diet under a system of crop rotation that left half 
the land fallow in any given year.i3 Above all else, Athenians 
valued the self-sufficiency that these farms, fields, plantations, 
and groves brought to their extended families.14 Indeed, the 
greatest product of Athenian agriculture was the sense of 
autonomy and independence it brought the people, a citizenry 
based on landownership. Of course, during the Peloponnesian 
War, Athens’s survival depended on foreign food imports, 
especially grain, to supplement local production.is Nonetheless, 
Athens prided itself on being an autarkestate polis (a “self- 
sufficient city”), an ideal held up by Aristotle as a shining virtue 
of the state. 16 
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In so many ways the stability and security brought by these 
private farms created the conditions for the unprecedented rise of 
democracy—and eventually undemocratic excesses as well. The 
population boom of the eighth century and subsequent scarcity of 
land, increasingly concentrated in the hands of a superrich 
aristocracy, would threaten this agrarian stability until, around 
594 B.c., the statesman (and poet) Solon was authorized to 
introduce reforms.i7 His measures helped the peasantry by 
banning slavery for debt, limiting the amount of land one family 
could hold, and greatly increasing the number of free, 
landholding citizens. Still, one’s level of civic participation and 
representation in government remained commensurate with one’s 


landholdings. In the new scheme of social census classes 
introduced by Solon’s reforms, citizens of the uppermost rank, the 
pentakosiomedimnoi (named for the fact that they owned enough 
land to produce five hundred measures of grain a year), were 
eligible for the highest offices of treasurer and eponymous archon 
(chief magistrate). The next class, the hippeis (named for those 
who could afford to maintain a horse and thus participate in the 
cavalry), held property that produced three hundred measures of 
grain per year. Next came the zeugitai, or teamsters (named for 
those who maintained a pair of oxen that could be yoked for 
plowing), whose land produced two hundred measures a year. 
The lowest class belonged to the thetes, or common laborers, who 
owned no land whatsoever and could participate only in the 
assembly (of all citizens) and, importantly, as jurors on law 
courts. Ownership of land and the cultivation of grain thus rested 
at the very heart of Athenian civic engagement. Indeed property 
came to define Athenian belonging almost as much as genealogy, 
both being hereditary privileges. By the fourth century, the 
“Ephebic Oath,” in which young men reaching the age of 
eighteen pledged to defend the state, spoke as much of 
agricultural as religious patrimony: 


I will honor the religion of my fathers. 
I call to witness the gods... 

The borders of my fatherland, 

The wheat, the barley, the vines, 

And the trees of the olive and the fig. is 


Attica was also a land bedecked with flowers. We can picture 
hyacinths, crocuses, anemones, narcissi, cyclamen, asphodels, 
irises, roses, lilies, hellebore, larkspur, and a multitude of other 
species beautifying streets, gardens, and open spaces.i9 A kind of 
greenbelt flourished along the edges of Athens, inside and outside 
the city walls (this page). Groves and gardens were planted close 
to natural water sources. And many of these came to be regarded 
as hallowed, associated with local shrines and divinities. At the 
northwest of the city, a twenty-minute walk beyond its walls and 
not far from the Kephisos River, grew twelve trees consecrated to 
Athena in an area called Akademos. The place took its name from 


the Arkadian hero who showed Kastor and Polydeukes where 
Theseus had hidden their sister Helen, having stolen her away to 
Athens. This is the same leafy setting where Plato established his 
school in 387 B.c., called the Academy after the eponymous place- 
name.20 The Academy grove was believed to have developed 
from offshoots of the original sacred olive tree planted by Athena 
on the Acropolis. A curse hung over anyone who dared cut down 
the Academy olives, a crime punishable by death or banishment. 
Oil from the olives of these trees filled the prize amphorae given 
to winning athletes at the Panathenaic Games. By the 470s B.C., 
when Athens was recovering from the Persian Wars and enjoying 
the growth of its young democracy, the aristocratic statesman and 
general Kimon, as part of his enormously generous public works 
program (aimed at consolidating political support), built a wall 
around the Academy and diverted the waters of the Kephisos to 
irrigate it. He constructed an aqueduct 2 kilometers (1.25 miles) 
long to bring even more water from the northwest corner of the 
Agora out to Academy groves, where he planted many more olive 
and plane trees. Set outside the city walls and in the valley of the 
Kephisos, the natural setting of the Academy, with its gardens, 
walkways, and trees, offered Plato and his pupils the perfect 
place for contemplation and discussion. By the time Plutarch 
wrote of it in the second century a.D., the Academy was the most 
wooded spot in all of Athens. 21 

Philosophers similarly gravitated to a tree-filled retreat at the 
northeast of Athens known as the Lykeion (this page), 
presumably after a sanctuary of Apollo Lykaios (“Wolf God”) 
located somewhere nearby.22 Groves sacred to Apollo are found 
at his sanctuaries throughout the Greek world, and the trees of 
the Lykeion may well have originated as a wood connected with 
Apollo’s worship.23 A gymnasium for sporting activities was 
already established here in the sixth century. We know from Plato 
that the Lykeion was a favorite haunt of Sokrates’s (the Platonic 
dialogue Euthydemos is set here, and, in the Lysis, Sokrates is en 
route from the Academy to the Lykeion when he gets distracted, 
ending up at a new palaistra). Aristotle would establish his own 
philosophical school at the Lykeion in 335 B.C., upon returning 
from Macedonia, where he taught the young Alexander the Great. 
It was around this time that the leader and visionary Lykourgos, 
scion of one of the oldest and noblest Athenian families, the 


Eteoboutadai, came to power as steward of the financial 
administration. He allocated funds for the planting of many more 
trees at the Lykeion.24 Aristotle’s custom of strolling and talking 
with his pupils under the shade of the Lykeion’s covered 
walkways and colonnades (peripatoi) led to their being called the 
Peripatetics. Upon Aristotle’s exile from Athens in 322, his 
successor, Theophrastos, took up, among other things, the study 
and organization of botany while working in the Lykeion’s leafy 
setting.25 

Somewhere beneath the Acropolis, in the direction of the Ilissos 
River, a grove of two hundred olive trees grew within the shrine 
of Kodros, Neleos, and Basile.2s Kodros belonged to the period 
called the Dark Ages (ca. 1100-750 B.c.) when kings ruled Athens; 
he was the last of them, and Neleos was his son.27 An inscription 
of Roman date, found to the southeast of the Acropolis, claims to 
be the epitaph for Kodros’s grave monument.2s It tells us that the 
body of the king (who valiantly gave his life to save the people 
from an advancing Dorian army) was embalmed by the Athenians 
and buried at the foot of the Acropolis.22 The Delphic oracle had 
foretold that the Dorian invaders would prevail only if they 
avoided killing the Athenian king. When Kodros heard of the 
prophecy, he disguised himself as a peasant and wandered out 
beyond the city walls, pretending to gather wood. Coming upon 
the enemy camp near the Ilissos River, the king intentionally 
provoked an argument with two guards, whereupon a fight 
ensued, with Kodros killing one of the soldiers and the other 
killing Kodros in turn. Realizing what had happened, the 
Athenians asked the invaders to return to them the body of their 
king. When the Dorians, too, figured out that they had killed the 
king of Athens, they retreated, certain that their siege could now 
only fail. 

By the fifth century B.c. the days of Kodros and the Athenian 
monarchy (“rule by one”) were long gone. Indeed, the great 
kingships of Mycenaean Greece (ca. 1600-1100 B.c) did not 
survive the collapse of Bronze Age civilization, and when 
monarchies emerged in the period that followed, local kings 
(basileis) seem to have been considerably weaker than their 
Mycenaean predecessors. During the eighth and seventh centuries 
these kings would have ruled with the consent and support of 
aristocratic families, most likely buttressed by marriage alliances. 


The transition away from kingship seems to have been a gradual 
one, with local aristocracies (“rule by the best”) and oligarchies 
(“rule of the few”) eventually taking over.30 At Athens, a few 
eminent old families had become enormously wealthy off the 
bounty of their landholdings. Known as the Eupatrids (“Good- 
Fathered” or “Wellborn”), these clans were fiercely competitive 
with one another, establishing rivalries that endured for 
generations. In the course of the eighth century they gained 
control of the powerful civic offices of polemarch (magistrate of 
war) and eponymous archon (chief magistrate). In 712 B.c., the 
aristocracy’s authority was further increased when the office of 
archon basileus (king magistrate) was opened to them as well, 
giving the Eupatrids power within all branches of city 
administration, including the law courts. The Athenians seem to 
have had an innate resistance to the idea of any one individual 
dominating governance. Originally, the three archonships were 
held for a ten-year term, but in 684/683 they were reduced to 
one year, limiting the power of any one man. Under the reforms 
of Solon, who served as eponymous archon in 594 B.c., there was 
a brief period during which the number of archons rose to ten, 
but it was later reduced to nine when the office of polemarch was 
moved to the body of strategoi (“army leaders” or “generals”). 
The movement toward fuller inclusion in participatory 
government began under Solon and culminated at the end of the 
sixth century with the “democratic revolution” led by Kleisthenes 
in 508/507 B.c. 

By the time Antiphon served as eponymous archon in 418/417, 
Athens had thus enjoyed ninety years of democracy, and its nine 
annual archons were now chosen by lot from a short list of 
eligible candidates. An inscribed decree published during the 
archonship of Antiphon lays out terms for the lease of the sacred 
precinct of Kodros.31 There is debate over the exact location of 
this sanctuary. Some scholars place it within the city walls to the 
southeast of the Acropolis, and others locate it outside the walls 
on the banks of the Ilissos.32 In any case, the inscription 
prescribes that the lessee enclose the temenos with a wall, paid 
for at his own expense. He is also required to plant no fewer than 
two hundred young olives within the sanctuary, more if he likes. 
In return, the lessee will have control over “the ditch and all the 
rainwater that flows between the shrine of Dionysos and the gates 


through which the mystai [initiates in the Eleusinian Mysteries] 
make their way to the sea,” that is, to the Bay of Phaleron. He 
shall also have control of all the water that flows “between the 
public house and the gates that lead to the baths of Isthmonikos.” 

This text underscores the great premium on water in ancient 
Athens and use of open spaces as water traps for capturing this 
precious resource. The lessee gets a fair deal: in exchange for 
building the enclosure wall and planting the grove, he claims the 
freshwater collected here. In the process, he honors the gods and 
forefathers by beautifying the shrine of one of the noblest and 
most selfless of Athenian mythic ancestors. Indeed, upon Kodros’s 
death (by tradition, around 1068 B.c.) it was decided no one 
would deserve the title of king again. His son Medon (whose 
name means “Ruler”) thus became the first archon, or 
“commander.”33 


THE MARKETPLACE OF ANCIENT ATHENS, known as the Agora, occupied a 
low, flat area to the northwest of the Acropolis (this page). This 
space was filled with flowers and greenery. We are told that the 
general Kimon, responsible for the Academy grove, also planted 
plane trees in the Agora in an effort to beautify the city following 
its destruction by the Persians.34 The sack of the Acropolis in 480 
B.c. destroyed the temple (still under construction) that 
immediately preceded the Parthenon, a building known as the 
Older Parthenon. But the wrath of the Persians spilled down from 
the Acropolis cliffs as well and consumed the city. The 
relandscaping of the Agora went a long way toward 
reestablishing normalcy. A grove of laurel and olive trees 
surrounded the Altar of the Twelve Gods in its northwest corner; 
excavations have revealed pits, measuring roughly a meter in 
diameter, for planting these trees.35 The grove was watered by a 
channel directing runoff from two fountain houses at the higher 
ground to the south. 

Plutarch tells the story of a plane tree that stood in the very 
center of the Agora, just beside the bronze statue of the orator 
Demosthenes.36 When a soldier accused of wrongdoing was 
summoned before his chief officer, he stopped first at this statue, 
placing in the entwined fingers of Demosthenes the only gold he 
had. Leaves from the plane tree blew down and covered the gold 


within Demosthenes’s clasped hands. When the soldier returned 
from his ordeal, he found his treasure intact. This was taken as 
proof of the incorruptibility of Demosthenes. 


THE TREES, GARDENS, WOODS, and wetlands of Athens were inhabited 
by a robust wildlife. We can imagine rock doves, jackdaws, 
swifts, nightingales, swallows, cuckoos, crows, eagles, falcons, 
and other raptors flying overhead.37 Of course, the little owl, or 
glaux, took pride of place as the symbol of Athens and its patron 
goddess. Aristophanes’s Birds, first performed in 414 B.c., reads 
like an ornithological handbook for the city. A sampling of 
Aristophanes’s fowl includes the hoopoe, nightingale, magpie, 
turtledove, swallow, buzzard, pigeon, falcon, ring-door, cuckoo, 
red-foot, red-cap, purple-cap, kestrel, diver, ouzel, osprey, wood 
thrush, quail, goose, pelican, spoonbill, redbreast, peacock, 
grouse, horned owl, teal, swan, bittern, heron, stormy petrel, fig- 
picker, vulture, sea eagle, titmouse, redbird, finch, gull, coot, 
chick, and wren. If even a fraction of this list was truly resident in 
Attica, the avian population of the city-state could be regarded as 
exceptionally wide-ranging and diverse.3s 

We must not underestimate the aural presence of native 
wildlife to the experience of ancient Athens. In the days before 
the urban noise-scape of automobiles, sirens, trains, planes, and 
factories, it was the song, cry, and croak of the wild that 
accompanied life’s moments through the day. For those listening, 
these sounds signaled the passage of time as well as making it 
possible to echolocate oneself within the city. Natural acoustics 
are easily forgotten in our era of headphones and earbuds. But 
the sounds of the Greek countryside—from the tune of songbirds 
in the morning, to the screech of cicadas in the peak heat of the 
day, to the croaking of frogs at dusk and the hooting of the owl in 
the evening—were to ancient listeners like the chiming of a clock. 
It is no wonder that Aristophanes seized upon the resident avian 
and reptilian populations for his dramatis personae in the Birds 
and the Frogs. Anyone who has spent long Mediterranean days 
with seagulls overhead, or evenings sleeping beside wetlands 
thick with frogs, knows that cacophony that so resembles crowds 
of humans rapt in conversation. To reconstruct in our mind’s ear 
the music and mayhem of Mother Nature is essential to 


appreciating the ancient ambience. 

While man-made groves and gardens adorned the metropolitan 
environment, it was tracts of land left wild that brought 
something of the countryside into the city’s reach. Just a short 
walk to the southeast of the Acropolis, outside the city walls and 
on the banks of the Ilissos, was a marshy, wooded area known as 
Agrai, literally “Wilderness” or “Hunting Ground” (this page).39 
Damp with wetlands and uncut vegetation, this was a refuge for 
waterfowl, game birds, and other small animals. Just minutes 
from the Acropolis, Agrai was easily accessible for urbanites 
wishing to hunt and fish. It was also an area bristling with shrines 
and sacred landmarks commemorating past encounters between 
mortals and the divine. Local place-names reflect this landscape: 
Dionysos in the Marshes (Limnai), Artemis the Huntress 
(Agrotera), the Mother in the Wilderness (Metroon in Agrai).40 
So, too, the slopes of the Acropolis itself were (and still are) rich 
with natural microenvironments: caves, springs, rocks, crags, and 
brambles that served as the setting for the most venerable tales 
from the city’s distant past. 


THAT SO MANY of these places of memory should have to do with 
water should come as no surprise. In words attributed to the 
sixth-century philosopher Thales of Miletos, “water sustains 
all.”41 This certainly was the case for Athens, where the life- 
giving power of ancient sources bound generations of citizens to 
the same places: springs, lakes, pools, rivers, streams, marshes, 
caves, and watery crevices were places to which local inhabitants 
flocked for respite from the Mediterranean heat and to quench 
their thirst. Over time, wells and fountain houses were built atop 
natural springs to capture the gush of potable water. They 
became central meeting places for the community and one of the 
few destinations to which the young women of Greek households 
could be sent honorably and safely to collect what was needed for 
family use. Naturally, these locations became the settings for tales 
of nymphs and maidens. Spring nymphs figure centrally in local 
genealogies. Regularly identified as the very earliest ancestors, 
these nymphs supposedly married into local royal families, 
providing a hereditary link to the natural environment and, for 
future generations, an implicit claim upon the land.42 


Myths emerged from local landscapes, helping to explain how 
things came to be as they are. Generations of Athenians believed 
in a common ancestry all blessed by local divinities that 
inhabited an intimately familiar topography. This common origin 
is the key to Athenian identity and solidarity. It makes possible a 
communal spirit while also potentiating a chauvinism vis-a-vis 
other Greeks, to say nothing of lesser peoples. Such beliefs, 
whether real or fanciful, dominate collective imagination and 
shape a worldview of past, present, and future. To stand in the 
same cave or at the same spring as one’s great-great-grandmother 
did; to set the same offering of fruit, grain, meat, or honey on the 
same altar in a ritual performed by blood relatives centuries 
before; to perceive that fellow citizens share one’s genetic 
continuity with a very ancient past—the power of these 
experiences attests to the oft-claimed truth that nothing defines 
identity and belonging like the ways in which individuals and 
communities remember and forget.43 And since human beings 
tend to comprehend identity best as a narrative, the stories that 
the Athenians told themselves and the setting of these tales are 
the key to understanding not only who they believed they were 
but also their most monumental collective efforts. 


THE MODERN CITYSCAPE of Athens has all but eclipsed the rich 
network of ancient springs and waterways, now buried beneath 
congested thoroughfares. Street names preserve their memory 
and track their courses: Kifissou Avenue runs atop the Kephisos 
River some 3 kilometers (2 miles) to the west of the Acropolis, 
while Kallirrh6e Street, at the southeast, begins near its 
eponymous spring and carries on to the south following the route 
of the Ilissos River that runs beneath it. The tributary of the 
Kephisos, the Eridanos River, courses underground to the 
northwest of the Acropolis skirting the north flank of the Agora. 
A stretch of its wide riverbed, some 50 meters (164 feet) across, 
was rediscovered during the digging of the Constitution Square 
metro station in the late 1990s beneath Amalias Avenue at 
Othonos Street.44 The Eridanos flows on toward Mitropoleos 
Square, where it manifests itself in the presence of a few old 
plane trees now growing among the tables of the street cafés. 

To the east of the Acropolis, the Ilissos River, long converted 


into an underground rainwater conduit, flows along its original 
course beneath Mesogeion, Michalakopoulou, and Vasileos 
Konstantinou Avenues. From here it runs past the ancient spring 
of Kallirrh6e and carries on beneath Kallirois Avenue through the 
suburb of Kallithea, from which it has been routed, in modern 
times, directly into the Bay of Phaleron. But, in antiquity, the 
Ilissos circled around to the south of the Acropolis, coursing 
westward to join up with the Eridanos before emptying into the 
Kephisos and flowing on into Phaleron Bay. 

The three rivers of Athens rise in the mountains to the north of 
the city: the Kephisos flows from Mount Parnes, the Ilissos from 
Mount Hymettos, and the Eridanos from Mount Lykabettos (this 
page and this page). These waterways would have been the 
principal points of reference for the city, sustaining vibrant 
ecosystems, providing a focus for human activity, and serving as 
thoroughfares for transporting goods and people. While Plato’s 
Phaidros paints an idyllic image of the pastoral along the Ilissos’s 
grassy banks, we must acknowledge that the reality on the 
ground might have been quite different. An inscription, dating to 
the late fifth century B.c., forbids that anyone tan hides or throw 
litter into the Ilissos, further stipulating that no animal hides 
should be left to rot in the river above the temple of Herakles.45 
Similarly, the Eridanos was so filthy in antiquity that it was said 
no Athenian maiden could draw “pure liquid from it” and “even 
cattle backed off” from its waters. 46 

The Kephisos is the largest of the three rivers. It gushes south 
for some 27 kilometers (16.8 miles) from the foothills of Parnes, a 
great mountain where wild boars and bears once roamed.47 
Coursing south across the Thriasion Plain to the west of Athens, 
the river eventually flows into the Bay of Phaleron. Today, it can 
be seen channeled in conduits running alongside the Athens- 
Lamia National Road and, for its southernmost 15 kilometers (9 
miles), languishing in canals beneath the four-lane elevated 
highway known as Kifissou Avenue, a place for dumping garbage 
and toxic waste. An environmental reclamation effort is under 
way.48 For now, though, the Kephisos bears little resemblance to 
the noble river of antiquity, one so revered that it was 
worshipped at its own sanctuary. 

The shrine was located close to the place where the Ilissos 
joined the Kephisos, about halfway between the port of Piraeus 


and Phaleron. Around 400 B.C, a man named Kephisodotos 
(“Given by the Kephisos”) dedicated a marble relief stele here. 49 
It is likely that he was named by grateful parents whose prayers 
for a child had been answered favorably by the river. Greeks 
prayed to rivers to help them conceive children, and we can 
detect a certain trend toward potamonymy (“naming after 
rivers”) in communities flanking famous streams.5o0 

Moisture being essential for conception and growth, it follows 
that rivers and their female offspring, the nymphs, were closely 
associated with the begetting and nurturing of children.si In the 
sculptured stele offered by Kephisodotos (below), he perhaps 
stands as donor, second from left, between a female figure of 
uncertain identity (Artemis?) and a personification of the 
Kephisos, at center; three spring nymphs follow behind. The 
sanctuary in which Kephisodotos set up this dedication had, in 
fact, been founded by a woman named Xenokrateia just ten years 
earlier. It seems that she may have vowed to dedicate her young 
son to the river but, because of the Spartan invasion of Attica at 
this time, she was unable to move beyond the city walls. 
Xenokrateia found an ingenious solution to this dilemma by 
establishing her own new shrine to the Kephisos in a protected 
area where the river flowed inside the city’s Long Walls. Here, 
Xenokrateia offered a marble relief to the Kephisos, and to the 
“altar-sharing gods,” as “a gift for the didaskalias” (“instruction” 
or “upbringing”) of her son, Xeniades.s2 The stele shows 
Xenokrateia standing behind her little boy (following page), who 
reaches up to a male figure that must be the Kephisos River. At 
the far right of the scene we see Achelods, whose cosmic, 
primordial identity makes him an ideal prototype for all Greek 
rivers.53 Portrayed as a man-headed bull, here he does not 
specifically reference the great old river of Akarnania but, 
instead, represents the riparian nature of the shrine, just like that 
encountered by Sokrates and Phaidros on the banks of the Ilissos 
in the passage quoted at the opening of this chapter. 


Marble relief stele dedicated by Kephisodotos, shown second from left, 
followed by the Kephisos River (with horns) and three nymphs. (illustration 
credit ill.7) 


Marble relief stele dedicated by Xenokrateia, shown in foreground, at left, with 
young son who reaches up to the Kephisos River; the bull-bodied Acheloös at 
far right. (illustration credit ill.8) 


The child-nurturing powers of the Kephisos are further attested 
by a marble statue group that Pausanias spies as he’s passing 
along its banks in the second century A.D.54 The sculptures showed 


a woman named Mnesimakhe and her little son depicted in the 
very act of cutting his hair as a votive offering. We know from 
many sources that first locks were cut from the hair of children 
and offered to rivers as “a token of the fact that everything comes 
from water.”55 Here, we see something of the very personal 
relationships that bound Athenians with the rivers that made life 
itself possible. 

The relief sculpture dedicated by Kephisodotos shows the 
Kephisos River as a man with small horns. Euripides calls the 
Kephisos “bull-visaged” in his play the Ion.s6 Even the loud 
rushing of the river’s currents is likened to the deep, lowing 
sound of a bull. We have also seen the grand old river Acheloös 
appearing as a horned bull with a human face on the votive relief 
dedicated by Xenokrateia. As the second-largest river in Greece, 
flowing in the west between Akarnania and Aitolia, the Acheloös 
was regularly depicted in vase painting as a bull- or human- 
headed bovine with a great beard, denoting its venerable age.57 

Three other Greek rivers are named Kephisos: one flowing from 
Mount Parnassos near Delphi, another from Mount Kithairon and 
through the Nysian Plain near Eleusis, and another at Argos 
where, Aelian tells us, the people portrayed their Kephisos with 
“a likeness to cattle.” 58 

The Kephisos of Athens, bullish as the rest, played a prominent 
role in the great procession of initiates who marched from Athens 
to Eleusis as early as the seventh century B.C. for induction into 
the Mysteries. In September of every year for a thousand years, 
worshippers walked west from Athens along the 14-kilometer (9- 
mile) Sacred Way to the sanctuary of Demeter and Kore. This was 
an occasion to which youths and scoundrels of Athens greatly 
looked forward. For on this day, they were allowed to stand by 
the Kephisos bridge and shout gross obscenities at their elders 
marching in silent procession, unable to speak back. We learn 
that to enjoy such sport, men and women, or perhaps men 
dressed as women, wore masks and veils to hide their faces as 
they harassed those crossing the bridge.so This misbehavior was 
ordained by the sacred rite and is typical of role-reversing cult 
practices in which people of lower rank are temporarily given 
license to mock their superiors. Such suspension of social 
hierarchies may have enabled participants in the Mysteries to 
approach Demeter and Kore with a fitting sense of humility.co In 


any case, bridges and bad language went together. The Greeks 
even had a word for it, gephyrismos, or “bridginess,” and in 
Plutarch “bridge words” correspond to our “four-letter words” 
today.61 

Like all rivers, the Kephisos was understood to be the child of 
Okeanos, the freshwater river that encircled the earth, and his 
wife, Tethys, a sea goddess whose name means “Nurse.”62 By 
some accounts, the Kephisos had a daughter named Diogeneia, 
who gave birth to the naiad nymph Praxithea. (The word “naiad” 
comes from the verb nao, “to flow,” and refers to river nymphs.) 
By other accounts, Praxithea is the daughter, rather than the 
granddaughter, of the Kephisos.63 In any case, Praxithea marries 
King Erechtheus of Athens, a union that follows a well-attested 
pattern by which naiads wed local kings and play prominent roles 
in local genealogies. The maiden Oreithyia (she who was 
abducted by the North Wind along the Ilissos, as discussed by 
Sokrates and Phaidros) was a daughter of Praxithea and, thus, a 
granddaughter (or great-granddaughter) of the Kephisos. And so 
we find the royal family of Athens descended directly from its 
greatest river and his nymph daughter. As a naiad, Praxithea 
nurtures her family, providing the wetness necessary for the 
germination of seed, ensuring fecundity, growth, and prosperity 
in the royal line. In this, she follows a model in which naiad 
nymphs, as mothers of the city, protect the community’s all- 
important water supplies that come from local springs and 
streams. 

According to Apollodoros, Praxithea had a nymph sister, 
Zeuxippe, who married King Pandion of Athens in a similar 
arrangement. Zeuxippe gave birth to two daughters, Prokne and 
Philomela, and twin sons, Boutes and Erechtheus.64 This is the 
same Erechtheus who goes on to marry Praxithea, his mother’s 
sister. Hyginus names Zeuxippe as daughter of the Eridanos 
River.cs It can be difficult fitting various versions of myths, 
recounted for different purposes and across many centuries, into 
comprehensive genealogies, and there is no avoiding repetition 
and contradiction. Compilers of myth variants, working centuries 
later than the first telling of the tales, created anthologies filled 
with inconsistencies.cs Mythmaking is an ever-dynamic process 
with no definitively “right” or “wrong” version, though a force 
akin to natural selection seems to exert itself on the crucial 


features. 

The Eridanos (“Morning River” or “River of Dawn”) is the 
shortest of the Athenian rivers, rising from the slopes of Mount 
Lykabettos and coursing southwestward to skirt the north side of 
the Agora.c7 Wastewater and torrential overflows from the 
ancient marketplace were, by the end of the sixth century B.C., 
guided into the Eridanos through a stone channel that has been 
designated by its excavators as the “Great Drain.”s6s When the 
politician and general Themistokles built new fortifications for 
Athens following the Persian destruction of 480, the Eridanos was 
enclosed in a stone-lined channel directing its flow out beyond 
the Dipylon, the “Double Gate,” and through the Kerameikos 
cemetery. 

Athenians had begun to bury their dead along the banks of the 
Eridanos very early, by the end of the twelfth century B.c. One 
hundred sub-Mycenaean graves have been found on the north 
side of the river and a few on the south bank. During the tenth 
century there was a shift, and the south bank was increasingly 
used for burials. By the Archaic period, that is, roughly, from the 
turn of the seventh to the sixth century B.c., the main necropolis 
was firmly established here. It became known as the Kerameikos 
cemetery owing to its proximity to an industrial area where 
potters (keramei) worked their kilns firing ceramics for the city 
(this page).co The Eridanos may have been regarded as a kind of 
river of Hades and, like the river Styx, a stream to be crossed on 
one’s journey to the underworld.70 


THE THIRD RIVER Of Athens, the Ilissos, flows from Mount Hymettos 
at the northeast of the city, circling down and around to the 
south of the Acropolis. As recently as the 1950s, the river could 
be seen at the foot of the Panathenaic Stadium, known as the 
Kallimarmaro, or “Beautifully Marbled.” In myth, Ilissos was 
understood to be the son of the sea god Poseidon and the earth 
goddess Demeter. A child of the land and the sea, the Ilissos was 
a vital player in local ecosystems and home to a host of shrines. 
The spot sacred to Achelods and the nymphs referenced in the 
Phaidros was on the river’s east bank at the foot of the Ardettos 
Hill (this page). About 500 meters (0.3 mile) downstream, on the 
west bank, rises the spring known as Kallirrhöe. Today, it is just a 


faint rivulet falling beside the little church of Agia Photini, but 
early on the area was so marshy that it was called Vatrachonis 
(“Frog Island”).71 This mere trickle of water is likely to be one 
and the same as the great spring Kallirrhode that Thucydides 
claimed to be the main source for water for the early city.72 With 
the building of a formal fountain house over it, the place became 
known as Enneakrounos, or “Nine-Headed,” for the nine spouts 
built to facilitate collection, and eventually becomes the preferred 
spot for Athenian brides to take their nuptial baths.73 Just 
opposite the spring, on the banks of the Ilissos, sits a little shrine 
of Pan. His image can be seen to this day, carved into the rock 
face of a surviving wall, a lone reminder of devotions practiced 
on this spot in the ancient past.74 

Kallirrh6e was the daughter of Okeanos and Tethys, who, 
according to Hesiod, produced a total of forty-one nymph 
daughters who protected girls and maidens just as Apollo and the 
rivers protected boys and youths.75 By one account, Kallirrhöe 
mated with Khrysaor, son of Medousa, and gave birth to a terrible 
three-bodied giant known as Geryon, eventually killed by 
Herakles. In the sixth century B.c. the poet Stesichoros wrote a 
Song of Geryon that celebrated the conflict of the giant and the 
hero, a fight in which Poseidon sided with his monstrous 
grandson while Athena protected her favorite, Herakles.76 This 
conforms to a pattern that will become familiar, one in which 
Athena and Poseidon battle each other through proxies. By some 
later accounts, Kallirrhoe mated with Poseidon and gave birth to 
Minyas, founder and king of Orchomenos in Boiotia.77 The 
relationship between Poseidon and spring nymphs was always a 
delicate one. Should he become angry with them, he can 
withdraw his water and cause their springs to go dry. 

On the southeast bank of the Ilissos, just opposite KallirrhGe, 
stretches the area known as Agrai (this page). Fittingly, we find 
Artemis here, worshipped in the marshy, wild, and wooded 
setting that she so favored.7s In this precinct, the goddess was 
called by the cult name Agrotera, “the Huntress,” just as she was 
at Marathon, where she helped the Athenians defeat the Persians 
in 490 B.c. The wetlands of Marathon Bay and the marshy plain to 
the west of it where the battle was fought represent exactly the 
kind of terrain in which Artemis is happiest. So, too, here on the 
swampy banks of the Ilissos, Artemis Agrotera finds a home. 


Foundations of a small Ionic temple, probably erected around 
435-430 B.c., sit on a rocky knoll positioned just above the south 
bank of the river, roughly opposite the spring of Kallirrhöe (this 
page).79 These belong to the temple of Artemis Agrotera, the 
setting for one of the most exceptional sacrifices in the Athenian 
festival calendar. Before the battle at Marathon the Athenians 
vowed that they would sacrifice to Artemis Agrotera one goat for 
every Persian killed. This was in accordance with a long tradition 
of prebattle sacrifices (sphagia) offered to deities in hopes of a 
favorable outcome.so When an astounding 6,400 Persians were 
killed at Marathon (to Athens’s loss of just 192 men), the 
Athenians were unable to find enough goats to make good on 
their promise. So it was decreed that forever after six hundred 
goats would be sacrificed annually in fulfillment of the vow. This 
sacrifice was offered each year on the anniversary of the battle, 
the sixth day of the month Boedromion, in our early September. 
It was observed at least into the first century A.D.s1 Not many 
rituals could have impressed themselves on the consciousness of 
the Athenians with the same force as seeing six hundred goats led 
to the banks of the Ilissos for sacrifice every year. 


AS WE RETURN to the city’s beginnings, we reflect on how 
beautifully situated Athens is, set far enough inland that it could 
be easily defended yet close to a series of excellent harbors (some 
6 kilometers, or 3.7 miles, to the south) that link it to the wider 
world. Of all the hills that the early settlers could have chosen for 
their acropolis citadel, they decided not on the highest peak but 
on that which had the best water source. The Acropolis, which 
rises to a height of 150 meters (500 feet), was the most promising 
among a number of candidates. Steep cliffs gird it on three sides, 
leaving only one point of easy access on the west and rendering it 
more easily defensible from enemy assault. Though Mount 
Lykabettos, to the north, is the highest hill in Athens at 277 
meters (909 feet), it lacks the all-important combination of water, 
natural defenses, and a summit that could be easily leveled, 
elements that made the Acropolis so attractive to early city 
builders (below). 


Many city-states across Greece were founded on acropolis 
citadels. But few could boast an acropolis rock as prominent as 
the Athenian. It rises abruptly from the surrounding lowlands 
and, throughout the city, is never lost to view. This bare, stark 
“bunker” of limestone, encompassing an area of just 7.4 acres, 
has persisted as the focal point of Athens from the fourth 
millennium B.c. to the present (previous page and insert this 


page).s2 


View of the Acropolis from the southwest with Mount Lykabettos in the 
distance. © Robert A. McCabe, 1954-1955. (illustration credit ill.9) 


The well-watered slopes of the Acropolis’s northwest shoulder 
were as suited to times of peace as to those of siege. Here, 
twenty-two shallow wells have been discovered dating to the Late 
Neolithic period (ca. 3500-3000 B.c.), when they would have 
provided water for inhabitants who, presumably, lived nearby.s3 
For reasons that remain unclear (perhaps a drought from climate 
change, decimating the population), these wells were abandoned 


during the millennium that followed. It is not until the Middle 
Bronze Age (ca. 2050-1600 B.c.) that new wells were dug along 
this same slope, as well as to the south of the Acropolis. At the 
same time houses were built on the south slope and, possibly, 
also on the summit. Graves for children have been found atop the 
Acropolis and more tombs and graves to the south.s4 

The water-rich veins running through the Acropolis rock result 
from its geological formation, in which porous limestone overlies 
a layer of calcium carbonate marl, the uppermost part of the so- 
called Athens Schist.ss Rainwater filters down through cracks in 
the limestone until it meets and gathers atop the marl. Since the 
geological stratigraphy of the Acropolis tilts from high at the 
southeast to low at the northwest, water trapped atop the marl 
level drains down to the west end, emerging in a series of natural 
springs. 

A Mycenaean palace was built atop the Acropolis sometime 
between 1400 and 1300 B.c. (facing page).s6 By 1250, the citadel 
was protected by massive fortification walls, stretches of which 
survive to this day. They stood as high as 10 meters (33 feet) and, 
in some places, were 5 meters (16 feet) thick. These walls are 
constructed in the so-called Cyclopean masonry style in which 
huge unworked stones were piled one atop another (this page), so 
huge that it was believed only giant Cyclopes could have lifted 
them into place. 

Down below, at the foot of the Acropolis and encircling its 
entire western end, a second circuit wall may have been 
constructed, giving additional protection to the citadel’s entrance 
and water sources. It is believed to have run from just west of the 
Mycenaean Spring, on the north, to just east of the South Spring, 
the site of the later Asklepieion, at the south of the Acropolis 
(below).s7_ Ancient sources refer to this wall both as the 
Pelargikon, the “Place of the Storks,” and as the Pelasgikon, 
named for the Pelasgoi, the pre-Greek inhabitants of Athens 
about whom we know very little.ss Whoever built the walls atop 
and around the Acropolis at the end of the Bronze Age, the sheer 
size of these fortifications points to the severity of the perceived 
threat. But absence of evidence of burning or destruction on these 
walls suggests they worked well and may never have been 
breached, that is, until the Persian assault nearly eight hundred 
years after they were built. 


The Mycenaeans made brilliant use of a natural cleft along the 
north face of the Acropolis, gaining access to the water-rich levels 
beneath.s9 A vertical fissure some 35 meters (115 feet) deep was 
caused when a great chunk of bedrock sheared off the Acropolis 
and came to rest parallel to it. Around 1200 B.C., a staircase of 
eight flights was built down the narrow corridor. Cuttings in the 
rock held wooden steps leading all the way down; the lower 
courses had treads of stone resting upon the wood, all slotted into 
notches within the rock face. At the base of the staircase, a 
circular well shaft descended a further 8 meters (26 feet) through 
the underlying marl to create a reservoir. Excavators have 
designated this construction the “Mycenaean Spring” (previous 
page). Though used for only about twenty-five years before it 
collapsed, it nonetheless provided a secure water source at a time 
when early Athenians were under threat of attack.90 


A 
N 


Staircase to r 
PRA Mycenaean Mycenaean Peripatos 
Neolithic and ° go, $ Spring Spring Inscription j 
Bronze Age = 
Wells Mycenaean Ascent 
= % 2 7 R = (Cave S 
Northwest p Ne — \ 
Spring 9% ‘Caves A-D C are 
fe SIT vote Gate 
va 
) ggi Mycenaean 
Palace Terrace 


S Megaron? 


è co et cenaean 
Gateway 
TA 


Defensive 
Bastion 


Mycenaean 
= Fortification Wall 


AEA 


` RA E 
s~ south Ces KG 7 


T oe 
Peripatos South Slope 
Spring 


Outer s 
Pelargikon Wall? = 50 METERS 
8 CO 


200 FEET 


Middle and Late 
Helladic Wells FER Jonx TRAvios (1967) 


Prehistoric Acropolis. (illustration credit ill.10) 


Parthenon with Mycenaean wall in foreground, from west. (illustration credit 


ill.11) 


Seven hundred years later, around 470-460 B.c., an impressive 
fountain house was built atop a spring some 90 meters (300 feet) 
to the west of the Mycenaean Spring, there on the north slope of 
the Acropolis (labeled Northwest Spring on previous page).91 It is 
likely to have been the statesman Kimon who initiated 
construction of this springhouse at the same time he bolstered the 
fortification wall at the south side of the Acropolis. The Kimonian 
fountain house was set within the rocky overhang of a cave that 
gives access to the flowing water deep beneath; very special care 
was taken to maintain the original, rustic appearance of the 
craggy setting. First used during the Neolithic period,s2 the 
Northwest Spring is likely to be that associated with the nymph 
Empedo, whose name means “firmly set” or “in the ground”; 
indeed, its water source is so deep that inlets leading to its draw 
basin sit 6 meters (20 feet) below ground level. A boundary 
inscription found nearby in the Agora and dated to the first half 
of the fifth century speaks of the Numphaio hiero horos, “the 
boundary of the sanctuary of the Nymph.”93 This has been taken 
to mean the nymph Empedo. 

In time, this spring comes to be known as Klepsydra (literally, 


“Water Hider”), owing to its remote location, hidden within the 
rocky cliffs.o4 It was an important resource for the people of 
Athens, especially since a number of preexisting wells in the area 
had been filled with debris and put out of use during the late 
sixth and early fifth centuries. With the introduction of the 
Klepsydra fountain in the 460s, the north slope of the Acropolis 
was made more accessible to visitors, a very different state of 
affairs from in the Archaic period and earlier, when the precious 
water sources were guarded behind walls.os This marks an 
important shift in the function of the north slope, no longer just a 
source of secure and plentiful water but a place of shrines, 
worship, and visitation. In a very real sense, this evolution into a 
place of commemoration and devotion marks the expansion of 
the sacred space of the Acropolis down its slopes and the opening 
up of the Sacred Rock to the larger community. This development 
harmonizes with the new democratic spirit sweeping Athens, a 
process that will culminate, decades later, with the erection of its 
greatest temple, the Parthenon. 


TODAY, AS IN ANTIQUITY, a path circles the Acropolis, roughly 
halfway up its slopes. This enables visitors to circumnavigate the 
Sacred Rock and to visit the host of caves and crags that came to 
be used as sacred places. During the mid-fourth century, someone 
carved into the bedrock along the northern stretch of this 
pathway an inscription giving its name and length: “The 
Peripatos, five stades and eighteen feet.”9s This measures some 
893 meters, or just over half a mile. The inscription can be seen 
to this day, just east of the sanctuary of Aphrodite and Eros, more 
than halfway around the northern face of the Acropolis as one 
approaches its east end (this page). Since 2004, the Peripatos 
walkway has been reopened to the public, affording the great 
pleasure of viewing the city from above while walking a 
wilderness landscape, right in the heart of Athens. Strolling the 
Peripatos and visiting its caves, crags, springs, and lush 
vegetation bring viewers as close as one can get to an ancient 
experience of the natural environment. 

Roughly a dozen caves penetrate the rocky slopes of the 
Acropolis, and over time at least half of these came to be 
regarded as sacred. The caves of Apollo, Pan, and the nymphs, 


together with the sanctuaries of Aphrodite, Aglauros, and 
Asklepios positioned on rocky ledges near caves, claim special 
places of memory here amid the cliffs.97 All across Attica, some 
twenty-eight sacred caves have been identified. Athens is the only 
city that allowed cave sanctuaries within the limits of its urban 
area for easy access to the experience of a rustic, sacred 
landscape setting.os In this, we may perceive the intensity of 
Athenian religiosity, an urgent desire to connect with the 
prehistoric cave dwellers, the Neolithic ancestors who may have 
made their homes within these rock shelters. Let us visit these 
caves, starting at the northwest shoulder of the Acropolis and at 
an elevation of some 125 meters, or 410 feet, above sea level. 
Here, high above the Klepsydra fountain, we find a broad level 
shelf that opens onto four further caves, designated A-D (below 
and this page). Cave A sits farthest to the west, shows a low rock- 
cut bench, and is of unknown use. Cave B was sacred to Apollo, 
and Cave D was sacred to Pan. Cave C has been assigned to Zeus, 
but not all scholars agree. 

The shallow rock shelter known as Cave B, second from the 
west, was among the most famous settings in all of Athenian 
myth (facing page). Long identified as the shrine of Apollo Hypo 
Makrais, “Apollo Under the Long Rocks” or “Apollo Below the 
Heights,” this is the spot where the god is said to have forced 
Kreousa, daughter of King Kekrops, to make love to him. From 
this union, the child Ion was conceived. Having given birth in 
secret, Kreousa hides her shame by leaving the infant wrapped in 
swaddling clothes, here in the same cave where she had lain with 
the god.99 Apollo intervenes, instructing the god Hermes to rescue 
his son and carry him to Delphi. At the Delphic sanctuary, Ion 
was educated by a priestess of Apollo and served as a temple boy 
within the shrine of his father.100 
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Cave of Apollo Hypo Makrais (Cave B), from the north. (illustration credit 
ill.13) 


As we know from Euripides’s play, named the Jon after the 
youth, Kreousa later marries Xouthos, with whom she finds 
herself unable to conceive a child. The pair travel to Delphi to 


seek the oracle’s advice. After a series of misunderstandings and 
the subsequent revelation of hidden identities, Kreousa is 
reunited with Ion and recognizes him as her son. Ion grows up to 
marry Helike, daughter of King Selinos of Aigialeia (and thereby 
granddaughter of Poseidon), and establishes a city named Helike 
for her in Achaia on the north coast of the Peloponnese. Here, 
Poseidon Helikonios was worshipped well into the Roman 
period.io1 The children of Ion and Helike, and their descendants 
forever after, were called Ionians, and thus our hero establishes 
what comes to be known as the Ionian race. Through this myth 
the Athenians were able to claim kinship with their Ionian 
neighbors in East Greece, strategically emphasizing this cultural 
connection when seeking Ionian support during time of war. 
Importantly, Ion himself led an expedition, with the help of the 
Athenians, against their longtime enemy, Eleusis. He lost his life 
in this battle, just outside the sanctuary of Demeter and Kore. 

The cave of Apollo Hypo Makrais has been explored and 
studied by archaeologists from the late nineteenth century on. 102 
Over a hundred niches have been cut into its rock walls and onto 
the spur that separates it from Cave C.103 In fact, human activity 
is evidenced here from as early as the thirteenth century B.c. The 
myth of Kreousa and Apollo may be evocative of Neolithic times 
when the prehistoric populations of Attica lived in just such rock 
shelters and deep caves. Here, the earliest inhabitants of what 
would become Athens made new families that went on to become 
great ones, just as we have seen with Ion. Safeguarding and 
remembering the rock shelters of primitive days, set close to the 
opulence of the Parthenon and other lavishly built Acropolis 
structures, would keep something of the remote past near at 
hand. These places of memory were constant reminders to the 
Athenians of their rustic origins. 

Cave C, a shallow rock shelter just to the east of Apollo’s Long 
Rocks, has sometimes been identified as housing the shrine of 
Zeus Astrapaios. This suggestion rests on somewhat tenuous 
evidence put forward by Strabo, who writes of a place that was 
used as a lookout for determining the appropriate moment for 
sacrifices to be sent to Delphi.i04 The Pythaistai, organizers of the 
sacred procession, are said to have watched from the sanctuary of 
Zeus Astrapaios for a starting signal in the sky: lightning above a 
place called Harma on the distant slopes of Mount Parnes (this 


page). 

The next cave to the east, the one identified as sacred to Pan 
and the nymphs, is actually a complex of three adjoining caves, 
designated D, Dı, D2, their rock faces covered with cuttings and 
niches for votive offerings. A number of marble votive reliefs 
showing Pan and the nymphs have been recovered here.105 The 
cult of Pan was introduced to Athens relatively late, around 490 
B.c., in thanks for the god’s assistance in defeating the Persians at 
Marathon. Pan worship spread quickly throughout Attica with 
numerous mountainside shrines identified on Mounts Parnes, 
Pentelikon, Aigaleos, and Hymettos, as well as at Marathon and 
the hill of Eleusis.106 

The cave of Pan and the Nymphs on the north slope facilitated 
Pan’s worship without a long trip to his woodland haunts. 
Families regularly made pilgrimages to such shrines, but the 
Acropolis cave site enabled more continuous devotions. We hear 
that shortly after Plato’s birth, his parents took him up to Mount 
Hymettos to sacrifice to Pan, the nymphs, and Apollo Nomios. 
Going off to make a sacrifice, Plato’s father laid the infant down 
for a moment, returning to find bees swarming about little Plato’s 
lips, now smeared with honey, an omen of his future 
mellifluence.io7 No doubt, other Athenian parents brought their 
little ones up to Pan’s cave on the Acropolis in similar devotions 
experienced closer to home. 

In his Ion, Euripides focuses on this cave of Pan and indicates 
that it was close to a place where Athenian maidens danced. We 
hear that Pan’s pipe playing accompanied their nimble steps: 


O seats of Pan and rock lying near the Long Rocks full of 
recesses, where the girls of Aglauros, all three, tread choral 
dancing places with their feet, running-courses of green- 
sprouting grass in front of Pallas’s [Athena’s] temple, to the 
flashing-tuned, wild cry of hymns when you pipe the syrinx, 
O Pan, in your caves where sunlight does not enter... 
Euripides, Jon 492-502108 


This would suggest that ritual dancing took place near the caves 

of Pan and Apollo, a subject we will return to in chapter 7. 
Farther east on the Peripatos, more than halfway along the 

north slope, we come to a broad terrace near the entrance of Cave 


S, a natural cleft in the rock from which a well shaft leads down 
to the water beneath and a Mycenaean ascent leads up to the 
summit (this page). More than twenty niches were carved into 
the cliff face of the adjacent ledge and once held votive 
dedications in marble. Two inscriptions carved in the living rock 
and dating to the mid-fifth century B.c. have led to the site’s 
identification as a shrine to Aphrodite and Eros. One text 
specifically mentions Aphrodite and a festival of Eros.ioo A 
nearby pit filled with stone phalloi, pottery, and terra-cotta 
figurines further bolsters the case for a link with Aphrodite. This 
shrine has sometimes been identified as the sanctuary of 
Aphrodite in the Gardens, mentioned by Pausanias as the 
destination of the girl arrephoroi who carried unnamable things 
(arreta) in night rituals during the Arrephoria festival.iio But this 
is by no means certain. 

Meanwhile, beneath the sanctuary of Aphrodite, some 20 
meters (66 feet) down from the Peripatos walkway, an artificially 
leveled terrace (designated the “Skyphos Sanctuary”) preserves a 
rare look at ritual practices of the early third century B.c.111 Here, 
some 221 miniature drinking cups, all of the same skyphos shape, 
have been found in the exact placement where they were 
carefully set by worshippers thousands of years ago. 

Just above the shrine of Aphrodite and Eros, we see column 
drums salvaged from the Older Parthenon (destroyed by the 
Persians in 480 Bc.) set in commemorative display within 
fortifications built after the Persian siege (this page). Metopes and 
architrave blocks from the ruins of the Old Athena Temple are 
similarly set into this wall just a little farther to the west. These 
architectural members bear witness to the most devastating event 
in Athenian history: the Persian sack. Their display rendered the 
memory of this destruction ever present. Keeping open the 
wounds of trauma, as we shall see, was a definitive feature of 
Athenian public art and the collective psyche. 


THE EASTERN FACE of the Acropolis is the most precipitous of all 
(insert this page, bottom). Its sheer cliffs are penetrated by one 
deep cave measuring 14 meters (46 feet) in width and 22 meters 
(72 feet) in depth. This cave was first excavated by Oscar Broneer 
in 1936; he found little in it.112 But years later, laborers clearing 


for a “modern” Peripatos in front of the cave and down its slopes 
found (at a much lower elevation) an inscribed stele still attached 
to its base. The text, published by George Dontas in 1983, 
concerns sacrifices made to the nymph Aglauros, one of the three 
daughters of the legendary king Kekrops.ii3 It records honors 
awarded by the Athenians to Timokrite, priestess of Aglauros in 
247/246 or 246/245 B.C., with specific instructions that the 
decree be mounted “in the shrine of Aglauros.”114 The location of 
this sanctuary concurs with Herodotos’s description of the 
surprise attack by the Persians in 480: 


In front of the Acropolis, and behind the gates and the 
ascent, was a place where no one was on guard, since no one 
thought any man could go up that way. Here some [Persian] 
men climbed up, near the sacred precinct of Kekrops’s 
daughter Aglauros, although the place was a sheer cliff. 
Herodotos, Histories 8.52—53115 


It is within this sanctuary that the eighteen-year-old ephebes 
would come to make their solemn pledge of allegiance to Athens. 
Invoking Aglauros (one of the daughters of Kekrops), Ares (god of 
war), and other divinities, the young men swore the Ephebic 
Oath upon their freshly acquired weapons, promising to defend 
their city as new soldiers.iic Its nearness to the very spot where 
the Persians breached the Acropolis made the sanctuary of 
Aglauros a perfect place for the ephebes to pledge their defense of 
Athens. Herodotos goes on to say that once the Persians had 
breached the citadel, some Athenians leaped to their deaths from 
this eastern cliff, rather than leave themselves to the enemy’s 
rage: 


When the Athenians saw that they [the Persians] had 
ascended to the acropolis, some threw themselves off the 
wall and were killed, and others fled into the chamber [of 
the temple?]. 

Herodotos, Histories 8.53117 


It is from these same cliffs that, according to a later source, 
Aglauros is said to have willingly jumped to save Athens from a 
siege by Eumolpos, fulfilling a prophecy given by the Delphic 


oracle. This story, told in a commentary on a speech by 
Demosthenes, says that the Athenians then established a 
sanctuary to Aglauros under the cliffs and that it was here the 
ephebes swore their oath.11s The commentator is surely confusing 
Aglauros with yet another princess of Athens, the daughter of the 
Athenian king Erechtheus, she who was sacrificed to save the city 
from Eumolpos’s attack. In the chapters that follow, we will see 
just how the myths of the maiden princesses of Athens become 
fused and blended over time. Nonetheless, the memory of a triad 
of heroic daughters survives, including the one who gave her life 
for the city and who thus provided special inspiration for the 
young soldiers of Athens. Here, on the dramatic eastern cliffs of 
the Acropolis, landscape, topography, myth, history, and memory 
come powerfully together in a single highly charged location. 


PROCEEDING ALONG THE Peripatos walkway to the south slope of the 
Acropolis, we find cliffs similarly pocketed with caves and ledges, 
home to Neolithic inhabitants already in the fourth 
millennium.ii9 At the east end, an especially deep cave (this 
page) in which significant Neolithic material has been found sits 
above the later site of the Theater of Dionysos Eleutherios.i20 At 
some point after the middle of the sixth century B.c., the natural 
hollow in the slope beneath this cave began to be used for seating 
viewers who watched dramatic performances down below, where 
a temple of Dionysos was built around 530. By the end of the fifth 
century this theater comprised a wood-built structure with 
theatron, orchestra, and scene building and seating for around five 
thousand to six thousand viewers.121 In the 330s, the statesman 
and orator Lykourgos greatly expanded this theater to 
accommodate an audience of around seventeen thousand, 
rebuilding it, along with a new temple of Dionysos, entirely of 
marble. Just to the east of the Theater of Dionysos stood the 
Odeion of Perikles, believed to be a great covered concert hall 
built by the leader in the 440s B.c. (this page).122 

In 320/319 B.c, a man named Thrasyllos who served as 
choregos (a benefactor who financed theatrical productions) set 
up a monument high above the Theater of Dionysos—just in front 


of the Neolithic cave—to commemorate his contribution. Two tall 
Corinthian columns, reerected at the cave mouth, represent an 
enhancement of Thrasyllos’s dedication set up by his son years 
later.123 The enduring power of this cave as a divine place of 
memory is manifest by its use until recently as a shrine of 
Panagia Spiliotissa, “Our Lady of the Cave.” Painted icons and 
other offerings to the Virgin are hung all about its rustic interior. 
Tradition has it that with the coming of Christianity, the cave’s 
former resident (possibly Artemis) was replaced by the Virgin 
Mary. Ritual visitation continued at this site, especially by 
mothers bringing their sick children to the grotto in hope of a 
cure.124 

At the center of the south slope, we find more caves and a 
broad rock terrace lying close to yet another major spring 
(marked “South Slope Spring” on this page). It is easy to 
understand why this location attracted inhabitants from early on 
(Middle Helladic material has been found within the caves) and 
how, in time, an Archaic springhouse came to be built here. The 
area later served as the setting for an important sanctuary to the 
healing gods Asklepios and Hygieia.i25 Established in 420/419 
B.C., in the wake of the great plague at Athens, the Asklepieion 
was a place where pilgrims came to seek cures, pray at the 
temple, purify themselves in the spring waters, and spend the 
night in the adjoining stoa. Indeed, one wonders if Our Lady of 
the Cave takes some of her curative powers from a distant 
memory of the healing abilities of Asklepios and Hygieia, long 
settled here on this same south slope. 

To the west of the Asklepieion, a tumulus of Middle Helladic 
date (1900-1600 Bc.) and wells of the Late Helladic period 
(1600-1050 B.c.) have been discovered, while farther to the south 
Neolithic remains have been unearthed. What appears to be an 
ancient foundry has been recovered here, along with evidence of 
refuse from bronze casting.12 And much farther down to the 
southwest, a fascinating sanctuary has been identified by a fifth- 
century stone inscription reading horos hiero numphes, “boundary 
of the sanctuary of Numphe (the Bride).” The large number of 
loutrophoroi (vases used by brides for their nuptial baths) found 
here suggests it was a place special to women at the time of 
approaching marriage. 127 

The south slope remains ever vibrant across the ages, with 


impressive additions made by the Pergamene king Eumenes II, 
who built a vast stoa here (this page) in the second century B.c., as 
well as by the Roman philhellene Herodes Atticus, who 
constructed a covered theater (odeion) here in the second century 
A.D., a performance space used to this day. But there is no greater 
testament to the sanctity of place than the abundance of chapels 
and churches that have been built on the Acropolis slopes over 
time. In addition to Panagia Spiliotissa we have the chapels of 
Saint George Alexandrinos and Saint Paraskevi (at the Theater of 
Dionysos) and Our Lady of the Holy Spring (at the Asklepieion). 
On the north slope are remains of the cave chapel of Saint 
Athanasios, the Church of the Transfiguration of the Savior, and 
the Church of Saint Nikolaos (recently restored). 


AT THE VERY CORE of Athenian solidarity and civic devotion was the 
awareness of a shared past, and part of that awareness for some 
was special pride in being earthborn, or gegenes (from the Greek 
Ge or Gaia, meaning “Earth,” and genes, meaning “born”). Gegenes 
denotes a literal springing up from the earth itself. The sense is 
slightly different from another designation, autochthonos, from 
autos (“self”) and chthon (“earth”), which refers to the very first 
or oldest inhabitants of a region, a people that have always lived 
on the same land and that were not brought in from elsewhere. 128 
But even in antiquity many authors, including Plato, use the two 
words interchangeably.129 In the funeral oration of his Menexenus, 
Athenians are praised for coming out of the soil, and Athens is 
acclaimed for “growing human beings.” 130 

According to certain accounts, the first earthborn ruler of 
Attica was the primeval Ogyges, whose name may reflect a 
connection with that of Okeanos.i31 He is said to have been the 
first lord of Boiotia (named for his father, Boiotos) and king of 
Thebes (named for his wife, Thebe).132 By other accounts, Ogyges 
is the first king of Athens and father of the Attic hero Eleusis. 
During his rule, the earth suffered its first worldwide flood, the 
Ogygian deluge named after him. Next came the autochthon 
Aktaios, who is sometimes identified as the first king of Attica. 
Indeed, it has been suggested that there may be a connection 
between the names Aktaios and Attica with an alternation that 
allows for a further connection with the similarly non-Greek 


“Ath-” form, seen in Athena and Athens.i33 Aktaios’s daughter, 
the nymph Agraulos or Aglauros I (mother to Aglauros II, she of 
the sanctuary near the Acropolis east cave), married the second 
gegenes, King Kekrops.i34 In the visual arts, gegenic rulers are 
traditionally shown with snaky legs, signaling, among other 
things, their close connection to the earth, and Kekrops is no 
exception (this page).135 By most traditions Kekrops and Aglauros 
I had three daughters, Herse, Aglauros II, and Pandrosos, as well 
as a son, Erysichthon. By another tradition they had a son called 
Kranaos, said to be an autochthon, who succeeded as king. 
Fascinatingly, Kranaos is described as a Pelasgian. Following the 
reign of Kranaos there was yet another flood, the deluge of King 
Deukalion of Attica. And finally, we come to the gegenic 
Erechtheus, or Erichthonios, who ruled Attica during the days 
when kings were human.i36 Homer is the first to speak of him as 
earthborn and specifically as springing from the cultivated lands 
of Attica: “Great-hearted Erechtheus whom once Athena tended 
after the grain-giving fields had born him.”137 It was an 
appropriately auspicious start. 

Erechtheus’s birth myth is singular in every respect. According 
to Apollodoros, conception occurred when the god Hephaistos 
caught sight of the maiden Athena.i3s He chased her, even as the 
virgin goddess resisted his advances. Much excited, Hephaistos 
“spilled his seed” upon her leg. Disgusted, Athena wiped the 
semen from her thigh with a piece of wool and threw it upon the 
ground. There, the seed of Hephaistos impregnated Mother Earth. 
From this improbable union, the hero known as Erechtheus was 
conceived. All Athenians were the progeny of this king, and while 
not sprung directly from the soil, they understood themselves to 
be descended from Mother Earth herself.139 No birth story could 
give the Athenians a stronger claim upon the land. 


THE EARLIEST GENEALOGIES of the Athenian people are richly 
inhabited by both earth and water divinities. But the origins of 
the goddess who would become the city’s patron are in water. By 
most accounts, Athena is said to have been raised on the banks of 
Lake Tritonis or the river Triton, in Libya. Aeschylus refers to the 
river Triton as Athena’s “natal stream” (genethlios poros).i40 
Versions of her birth myth are conflicting and many. By some 


accounts, she is the daughter (or foster daughter) of the sea god 
Triton, son of Poseidon. By most, she is the daughter of Zeus. 
Hesiod tells us that Zeus gave birth to Athena on the banks of the 
river Triton. Apollodoros adds that Zeus then placed her under 
the care of Triton, who reared her alongside his own daughter, 
Pallas. Pausanias contradicts this version, identifying Athena as 
the daughter of Poseidon and a nymph named Tritonis.i41 Thus, 
Athena’s epithet Tritogeneia, which could mean “Triton-Born,” 
might point to her foster father, Triton, or to the lake/river beside 
which she was born, or to her nymph mother, who mated with 
Poseidon. Alternatively, the epithet could refer to the third day of 
the month on which Athena is said to have been born or even to 
“third born,” which might have some connection to the recurring 
triad of daughters born to Athenian kings. Herodotos tells us that 
somewhere near Lake Tritonis Athena was drawn into a fight 
with her sibling Pallas. Athena killed her sister and claimed the 
name, thereby becoming Pallas Athena.i42 By other accounts, 
Pallas is a patronymic. Whatever the case, references to Lake 
Tritonis, the river Triton, and the epithet Tritogeneia persist 
across time and may point to the goddess’s Libyan origins, long 
before she came to Athens. 

The most widely known account of Athena’s birth story has her 
spring from the head of Zeus as a fully formed warrior-goddess. 
Zeus had heard a prophecy that he would be overthrown by his 
second child, and so, when the nymph Metis, daughter of 
Okeanos and Tethys, conceived a baby, Zeus had to prevent her 
from giving birth. And so, naturally, he swallowed her whole. 143 
In time, Zeus suffered a terrible headache, and Hephaistos, god of 
craft, came to the rescue. Taking up his ax, Hephaistos struck 
Zeus’s throbbing skull in an effort to bring relief. Out popped 
Athena in full armor, brandishing her spear. Born from a father 
rather than from a mother, Athena nonetheless inherited traits 
from her maternal side. Metis, whose very name means 
“Cunning” or “Wise Counsel,” endowed her daughter with such 
astuteness that she was ever known as the goddess of wisdom. 
The birth story of Athena is so crucial in the Athenian awareness 
that it will take center stage on the east pediment of the 
Parthenon. Celebrating the very moment she sprang into being 
only befits the “mother” of all Athenians.144 

Despite watery origins, Athena comes to be more strongly 


identified with the earth, with the serpents that live in it and the 
olive trees that grow from it. Above all, she becomes a fierce 
advocate for the land of Attica. She is a shrewd architect of 
military strategies designed to protect it and a warrior goddess 
prepared to defend it with all her might.145 It is Athena’s wisdom, 
cunning, and craft, as well as her increasingly intimate ties to the 
land and therefore the people, that finally enable her to win 
Attica for her own. 

Writing in the age of the Parthenon’s creation, Herodotos tells 
the story of Athena’s victory in the contest for the patronage of 
Athens, a foundation myth retold in greater detail by Apollodoros 
four hundred years later.i46 Zeus had announced that the 
Athenians’ primary devotions would go to whichever divinity 
could first provide a witnessed gift to the city. Toward that end, 
Poseidon, going first, struck his trident into the Acropolis to 
unleash a gift of a sea spring.i47 For her part, Athena planted an 
olive tree, an offering that promised the precious commodities of 
oil and wood but that required care and patience in its 
cultivation. The choice was one between the wild, untamed sea 
and olives that demand human attention and vigilance, the 
development of agriculture, and, indeed, civilization itself. 
Kekrops testified that he had witnessed Athena plant the olive 
tree first, and so the twelve gods whom Zeus appointed as 
arbiters judged Athena the winner. Infuriated at the outcome, 
Poseidon let loose a torrent, submerging Attica beneath the rising 
flood. 

Poseidon’s retributive flooding of the Thriasion Plain, the great 
flatland between Athens and Eleusis, is not simply yet another 
inundation. We must view it alongside the age-old flood myths of 
the Sumerian, Akkadian, and Hebrew traditions.i4s Just as these 
floods serve to mark an ultimate “before and after,” a 
transformed relationship between god and man, a point from 
which the present age can claim descent, so too the flooding of 
the Thriasion Plain, signaling the end of the first Bronze Age, 
marks the dawn of Athenian awareness. And more: Poseidon’s 
power to summon torrential waters, earth-splitting tremors, and 
era-ending cataclysms suggests an age of virtual chaos. Athena, in 
contrast, represents the approach of a “thinking divinity”: 
civilized, orderly, intelligent, nourishing, cultivated, and urbane 
—everything the Athenians, somewhat despite themselves, will 


aspire to be. 

All is not necessarily for the better, though. Just as in the 
ancient Near East, the great flood marks a decisive break between 
man’s protohistory, a spiritually informed age of antediluvian 
sages, and a later era in which spiritual information was less 
available and held by a jealous elite.i49 So, too, in the Works and 
Days of Homer’s contemporary Hesiod we find a world getting, 
for the most part, progressively worse.i50 Hesiod describes a 
Golden Age of peace and harmony during the rule of Kronos, 
followed by a Silver Age during the reign of Zeus. This, in turn, 
gives way to a Bronze Age, then a Second Bronze Age, or “Age of 
Heroes,” before the Iron Age of Hesiod’s own day, characterized 
as a time of toil and misery for men.isi However much we may 
exalt the glories of Periklean Athens as constituting a golden age, 
their own view was that the best days were past. 

The flood that Poseidon unleashed was by no means the first to 
consume Attica. The sources are inconsistent on just how many 
times Athens was inundated. We have already noted the first 
Greek flood, which occurred during the primordial era of Ogyges 
and is usually associated with the flooding of the Kopaic basin in 
Boiotia to the northwest of Attica. Plato placed this flood around 
9500 B.c., though others have dated it much later, probably 
sometime in the fourth millennium.is2 But there is a separate 
tradition for a local Ogygian deluge in Attica itself. Sextus Julius 
Africanus, writing in the third century A.D., observes, “After 
Ogyges, on account of the great destruction caused by the flood, 
what is now called Attica remained without a king for 189 years, 
until the time of Kekrops.”153 It was this Ogygian deluge that was 
understood by the Greeks to have brought an end to what Hesiod 
called the Silver Age. 

In his Kritias, Plato gives a vivid description of just how 
radically this first inundation changed the topography of Athens, 
especially the Acropolis, whose summit was supposedly once vast, 
connecting the far-flung hills of Athens into one high plateau: 


The Acropolis was different from now, since by now it has 
suffered from the effects of a single night of torrential rain 
which washed away the soil and left the Acropolis bare; and 
this appalling deluge—the third destruction by water before 
the one that took place in the time of Deukalion—was also 


accompanied by earthquakes. Before then, the Acropolis 
extended from the Eridanos to the Ilissos, included the Pnyx, 
and ended, on the side opposite the Pnyx, with Lykabettos; 
and the entire Acropolis was covered in soil and was almost 
all level. 

Plato, Kritias 111e-112b154 


The Ogygian deluge occurred three floods before the deluge of 
King Deukalion’s time.iss Now Deukalion was the son of the 
Titans Promania and Prometheus, and the great flood that took 
place in his reign was understood to have brought an end to the 
first Bronze Age.iss Foreseeing this catastrophe, Prometheus 
advised his son to build a chest, to take his wife, Pyrrha, with 
him, and to wait out the rising waters within the safety of its 
walls. For nine days and nights Deukalion and Pyrrha floated 
until the storm subsided. When the waters receded, they founded 
a new race of men. The debt is clearly to Mesopotamian and later 
myths in which a “flood hero” survives the deluge and goes on to 
become progenitor of a new line.is7 From Ziusudra in the Eridu 
Genesis, to Atrahasis of the Epic of Atrahasis, to Utnapishtim of 
The Epic of Gilgamesh, to Noah of the Bible’s book of Genesis, we 
see the same story of a sole survivor who builds a chest/boat/ark 
to wait out the waters and start over.iss Deukalion and Pyrrha 
start over in a big way. They give birth to three daughters.i50 And 
they give birth to a son, Hellen, who gives his name to a new 
nation called Hellas and a new people called Hellenes. 

Among those Hellenes, even in antiquity, Athenians were 
regarded as the most deisidaimoniacal (intensely religious), a fact 
borne out by our brief tour through their places of memory. 
Writing in the first half of the fifth century B.c., Pindar described 
Athens as “daimonion,” that is, possessed or inhabited by 
daimones (“divine beings”). Five hundred years later, Saint Paul 
was struck by the same quality, observing, “Men of Athens, I 
found you in all things daimon-fearing.”ico Thus, in the Phaidros, 
when Sokrates and his student settle in along the banks of the 
Ilissos for an afternoon’s conversation, it is normal that their 
thoughts turn straightaway to the divine. They are simply 
behaving as good Athenians do. Indeed, as they finish their 
discussion, Phaidros asks, “Shouldn’t we offer up a prayer to the 
local gods before we leave?” Sokrates obliges, uttering these 


words to the rustic gods of the woodlands: 


O dear Pan and all the other gods of this place, grant that I 
may be beautiful inside. Let all my external possessions be in 
friendly harmony with what is within. May I consider the 
wiser man rich. 

As for gold, let me have as much as a moderate man could 
bear and carry with him. Do we need anything else, 
Phaidros? I believe my prayer is enough for me. 

Plato, Phaidros 279b-c1i61 


The natural landscape brimmed with divine presence. The 
power of place is so intense that the slightest moment, or glimpse 
of an object, or word, can evoke the sacred. Votive objects, most 
likely terra-cotta dolls dangling from the sheltering trees, trigger 
the memory process and inspire the two friends to pray. Stories 
from the past, no doubt first heard by Sokrates and Phaidros as 
children, come flooding back and subsume the present moment. 
“Isn’t it from somewhere near this stretch of the Ilissos that 
people say Boreas carried Oreithyia away?” Phaidros asks. 
Narrative and earthly matter are incessantly directing the 
Athenians’ attention backward in time, and this overwhelming 
suggestiveness of myth and place would literally be carved in 
stone on the ultimate place of memory and sanctity, the Acropolis 
and its supreme temple. 

An awareness of the rich network of places of memory 
embedded in its rivers and springs, marshes and woodlands, 
caves and summits, reveals to us the enormous impact of the 
Attic landscape on ancient sensibilities. The comprehension of 
divine presence in a human world, of genealogical succession 
across great spans of time, and of heroic deeds that lie at the very 
foundation of cities—all this knowledge was inseparable from the 
local landscape, the earth and water, vegetation and wildlife, that 
bore witness to how things came to be as they are. But for the 
gods and their progeny, even the earth itself was not a large 
enough stage. For a full understanding of reality as Athenians 
perceived it, we must also turn our eyes skyward and consider the 
great arc of heaven under which their past unfolded. 


BEFORE THE PARTHENON 


Gods, Monsters, and the Cosmos 


ON ANY CLEAR night you can see it hanging in the far northern sky. 
Drako, the “Dragon” or “Serpent,” is circumpolar, never rising or 
setting for most observers in the Northern Hemisphere. From 
around 3942 to 1793 B.c., Thuban (Alpha Draconis) was the north 
polar star. The earth’s axial precession will bring it round again, 
and it will be the polestar once more sometime around A.D. 
21000.1 

The Greeks believed that Athena herself pitched Drako into the 
night sky. In the primordial battle between the gods and the 
Giants she heaved the monster with all her might into the 
heavens: 


Some also say this Drako was thrown at Athena by the 
Giants, when she fought them. Athena, however, snatched its 
twisted form and hurled it to the stars, fixing it at the very 
pole of heaven. And so, to this day, it appears with twisted 
body, as if recently transported to the stars. 

Pseudo-Hyginus, Astronomica 2.32 


From the northern cliffs of the Acropolis, one can see Drako even 
now, perpetually looming on the night horizon. 

The Serpent still keeps vigil over a sanctuary that in antiquity 
teemed with the imagery of snakes, sea monsters, and serpent- 
tailed human composite figures (insert this page, top). This 
abundance of land and sea serpent iconography, though largely 
unstudied, is absolutely vital to our understanding of the pre- 
classical Acropolis. Since the second quarter of the sixth century 
B.c., limestone sculptures filling the pediments of the Archaic 
sanctuary buildings would depict coiled serpents ready to strike, 
a triple-viper-bodied monster pleading for mercy, and Herakles 
battling both the fish-tailed Triton and the snake-headed Hydra. 
One cannot help but wonder whether this plethora of reptilian 
monsters washed into the Athenian imagination with the great 
deluges of the primordial era. The receding waters might well 
have been thought to have beached all manner of fearsome 
monster in need of slaying. 

In any case, by the time the Parthenon is built, or rebuilt, in 
the mid-fifth century B.c., this iconography is still de rigueur, and 
so its west pediment bursts with serpentine images. At the left 
side of the gable a snake emerges from beside Kekrops, the first 
Attic king (this page), while, at center, serpent-tailed Triton 
supports Poseidon’s chariot and a sea monster serves as foothold 
for Poseidon’s sea nymph wife, Amphitrite (insert this page, 
right). A Triton similarly holds up Athena’s chariot from beneath 
while, at her side, a serpent once wrapped round her olive tree. 
And within the Parthenon’s eastern chamber, a great golden 
snake was coiled within the shield of the Athena statue (insert 
this page, bottom). Pausanias, who saw Pheidias’s masterwork of 
gold and ivory, now long lost, tells us that this drakon is 
Erichthonios himself, the progenitor of all Athenians. 3 

We know from Herodotos that as early as the second decade of 
the fifth century a real snake (ophis) was kept on the Acropolis to 
guard the Sacred Rock, and no doubt also as a reminder of the 
earthborn origins of the earliest Athenian kings.4 The priestess of 
Athena fed this snake a monthly ration of honey cakes. As the 
Persians advanced on the city in 480 B.c., the priestess announced 
that the cake had been left uneaten. Taking this as a sign that the 
sacred snake had abandoned the Acropolis, she advised the 
Athenian people to do the same. Thus, the Athenians were 


persuaded to evacuate their city prior to the attack that destroyed 
the earlier iteration of the Parthenon, along with the Old Athena 
Temple and most everything else on the Acropolis. Plutarch calls 
this act of the drakon an omen straight from heaven, signaling 
that Athena herself had fled.s 

In the last quarter of the fifth century, when the temple known 
as the Erechtheion (after Erechtheus) was built near the site of 
the ruins of the Old Athena Temple, the sacred snake came to live 
there (this page and this page). This snake was, apparently, given 
full run of the space beneath the shrine. We hear of an altar 
called “Thyechoos,” believed to have stood on the north porch, 
just above where Poseidon’s trident struck the Acropolis rock. 
Though the etymology is much debated, one interpretation of 
“Thyechoos” has it meaning “Cake-Eating Snake”;> and a 
semicircular hole in the floor of the Erechtheion’s north porch 
might well have served as the chute for dropping honey cakes to 
the resident in the crypt beneath.7 

The catasterization of Drako, the smashing of the Serpent giant 
into stars, was an enduring commemoration of Athena’s victory in 
the Gigantomachy, or fight for cosmic hegemony between the 
gods of Olympos and the nether forces of Chaos. As a 
constellation, visible for all eternity, Drako was a perpetual 
reminder of the battles that shaped the world as Athenians came 
to know it. Other monsters, too, were likewise installed within 
the arc of heaven. The Lernaean Hydra, an evil water serpent 
whose multiple heads grew back twice over once they were cut 
off, was catasterized following its death at the hands of Herakles. 
Having raised the beast deliberately to kill Herakles, the goddess 
Hera was so saddened at the Hydra’s death that she lovingly 
placed it in heaven’s dark blue vault, where it became known as 
the constellation by the same name. So, too, Hera catasterized a 
crab she sent to bite Herakles, creating the star group Cancer. But 
the firmament is not merely a rogues’ gallery; heroes and 
heroines find permanent homes there as well. King Erechtheus 
becomes Auriga, the charioteer, while his three daughters are 
transformed into the constellation Hyades through the 
intervention of Athena.s Star groups are thus the ultimate places 
of memory, set up as eternal reminders of cataclysmic and epic 
sagas from the very distant past. 

It is against this backdrop that we should understand an 


alternative tradition in which Athena destroys a giant named 
Aster, or “Star.” We are told that a festival “was held during the 
reign of Erichthonios because of the murder of Asterios the 
Giant.”9 The sixth-century tyrant Peisistratos is said to have 
transformed this local feast into the great festival known as the 
Panathenaia, and Aristotle reports that the games associated with 
it were held “on account of the Giant Aster who was killed by 
Athena.” 10 

In our age of electronic screens the night sky no longer 
commands such rapt attention. In antiquity, however, the 
heavens served as the night’s most captivating spectacle and the 
only thing that huge numbers of people could see simultaneously 
from far-flung locations. The heavenly bodies did not merely bear 
the names of heroes and monsters; they were those very beings 
transformed. And the movements of the stars were crucial to 
managing agriculture and navigation, as well as for the festival 
calendars of Greek sanctuaries.11 This, of course, was true 
throughout the ancient world as early as predynastic Egypt and 
fourth-millennium Sumer. 

In recent years, a fresh focus on archaeoastronomy has 
revitalized interest in the impact of Greek cosmology on ancient 
ritual practice.12 Recognition of links between star groups, their 
periods of visibility, and the Athenian festival calendar has been 
made possible through the development of new software.i3 These 
programs enable us to call up the night sky on any given date in 
Greek antiquity and to know precisely which astronomical bodies 
were visible from which locations. It is even possible to embed 
the local horizon and so re-create the astronomy in the context of 
specific landscape features that, depending on their height, would 
have changed the visibility of the night sky.i4 Especially 
significant are the heliacal rising, the one time in the year when a 
star or constellation appears above the horizon in the east just 
before sunrise, and the acronychal rising, the time when a 
celestial body is seen to rise in the east a few minutes after 
sunset.15 These events served as giant megaphones to alert 
observers that it was time to start plowing, to begin a sea voyage, 
to make one’s way toward the sanctuary for a festival, or to 
undertake some other purpose unthinkable outside its proper 
time. 

In this chapter, we will attempt to turn out the lights and see 


the ancient night sky as it was. For the features of the earth tell 
only part of the story; we cannot fathom the consciousness that 
created the Parthenon without appreciating the collective 
memory of cosmic battles, ancient star wars, and clashes with 
Giants and monsters. These primordial events furnish the big 
picture of Athenian awareness, the key to the people’s existence 
and origins. One therefore looked to celestial movements not only 
for the proper timing of rituals commemorating the past’s 
defining events but also for guidance in any purpose, none more 
important than the development of sacred sites. 

The sculptural decoration of the Acropolis buildings beginning 
in the sixth century opens for us a world in which religious and 
cosmological narratives are tightly interwoven, one that feeds a 
larger appetite for genealogical narrative already explored in 
chapter 1. The Athenian urge to tell the story of how things came 
to be finds its roots in the heavenly and epic narratives of the 
ancient Near East. In Archaic Athens, just as in Sumer two 
millennia before, succession myths gave sanction to the present 
state of affairs. By projecting into an invented and very remote 
past, one could attempt to explain and understand the present.16 


HESIOD TELLS in his Theogony (ca. 700 B.c.) that in the beginning 
there was Chaos, emptiness devoid of matter.i7 From this 
emerged Gaia (Earth), Tartaros (the stormy abyss that lies deep 
within the Earth), and Eros (Love), followed by Erebos (a place of 
darkness between the earth and the underworld) and Nyx 
(Night). Gaia parthenogenically produced Ouranos (Sky), the 
Ourea (Mountains), and Pontos (Sea). Each night, Ouranos 
completely covered Gaia, mating with her and producing 
powerful and terrifying children. These included six male and six 
female deities known as the Titans, as well as three horrific one- 
eyed Giants known as the Cyclopes and three hundred-handed 
monsters known as the Hekatonkheires. 

Wary of his children, Ouranos locked them away in the deepest 
recesses of Earth, Tartaros, a place said to be “as far beneath 
Hades as the sky is above the earth.”1s This caused Gaia great 
pain, and hoping to liberate her children, she secretly planned to 
castrate her husband. Giving her youngest, Kronos, a sickle 
fashioned from flint, she persuaded him to slice off his father’s 


genitals, a deed the lad accomplished in one swift stroke. But the 
awful wound only enlarged the troubled family, as the dripping 
blood fell upon Earth, impregnating it to produce the Gigantes 
(Giants), the Erinyes (Furies), and the Meliae (Ash-Tree Nymphs). 
Ouranos’s severed testicles, meanwhile, fell into the sea off 
Cyprus (or, by another tradition, off Kythera), effervescing as 
they hit the water, from which foam emerged that loveliest and 
most sexually robust of goddesses, Aphrodite. 

Kronos then freed his brothers and sisters from the depths of 
Tartaros, to become king of the Titans, before siring more 
children with his sister Rhea. He remained terrified, however, 
that his own offspring would grow up to overthrow him as he had 
done to his father. Ouranos had prophesied as much. To prevent 
this, Kronos undertook the accustomed remedy of uneasy fathers 
and swallowed each infant at birth, all except for his youngest 
son, Zeus. In that boy’s case, Rhea tricked Kronos, wrapping a 
stone with a blanket in place of the baby. While Kronos 
swallowed the stone, Zeus was spirited away to a cave on Mount 
Ida in Crete to be raised, according to various traditions, by a 
goat, a nymph, or Gaia herself. When he grew to take as his first 
love Metis, this Okeanid nymph contrived her own plan for 
tricking Kronos. She fed him a mixture of mustard and wine that 
caused him to regurgitate Zeus’s brothers and sisters. Thus were 
the gods freed. 

Once reunited with their youngest sibling, the Olympians 
launched a violent ten-year campaign against their father and his 
generation of Titans.i9 As the so-called Titanomachy raged on, 
Zeus emerged as lord of the Olympians while Atlas became leader 
of the other side. The Titans laid siege to Mount Olympos as only 
Titans could, piling one mountain atop another until they reached 
the summit and from there hurling huge boulders at the gods. 

The Titanomachy provided a narrative structure for 
comprehending the cataclysmic events that shaped the universe. 
The earliest clashes had been those between earth and sky gods; 
their children, the Titans, eventually battled their children, the 
Olympians. The next cosmic conflict was that between the 
Olympian gods and the Giants of their own generation, the so- 
called Gigantomachy. These celestial and terrestrial wars set a 
new generation against an earlier one in universal struggles to 
tame the brutal forces of nature and the cosmos. And it was in 


terms of these “boundary catastrophes” that primordial time was 
comprehended and organized into eras, much as the great floods 
provided reference points in chapter 1.20 

The battle of the gods and the Titans follows a classic model for 
succession seen in ancient Near Eastern and European 
genealogical myths in which one generation of divinities 
overthrows a dominant, older generation. Indeed, Hesiod refers to 
the Titans as the “former gods,” the theoi proteroi, a term also 
found in the Rigveda, the sacred collection of Vedic Sanskrit 
hymns dated sometime between 1700 and 1100 B.c.,21 wherein 
the older generation of Sadhyas residing in heaven are subdued 
by the storm god Indra. There are also “former gods” in Hittite 
texts, identified with the infernal gods of the Babylonian 
pantheon, the Anunnaki.22 Just like Hesiod’s Titans, the Anunnaki 
are locked in the depths of the underworld by a storm god who 
leads a younger generation of divinities in revolt. Babylonian 
myth of the second millennium gives a parallel story in which the 
Anunnaki are defeated and cast into the depths of Earth by the 
young Marduk, a god who rides into battle on his storm chariot, 
armed with arrows, lightning, and the winds.23 

The Olympian gods are aided in the Titanomachy by the 
Cyclopes, still angry with Kronos for imprisoning them in the 
depths of Tartaros. They arm Zeus with lightning, thunder, and 
the thunderbolt, weaponry forged in their foundry deep within 
Earth. These tools transform Zeus into a proper sky god, the 
equivalent of his ancient Near Eastern counterparts, all-powerful 
young upstarts who bring down prior pantheons.24 The Cyclopes’ 
offerings to Zeus give intelligible form to the fulmination through 
which he destroys the enemy. As Martin West has put it, 
“Thunder is what you hear, lightning is what you see, and the 
thunderbolt is what hits you.”25 Thus, the noise, crash, and din of 
primordial battle is manifest: a fantastic multimedia and kinetic 
display of sound, light, and electrostatic discharge. 

This terrifying cosmic spectacle adorns the earliest stone 
temple on the Acropolis in sculptures summoning the shrieking 
acoustics, the spectacular visual effects, and the so-called 
mysterium tremendum, the overwhelming awe and dread of 
confronting the unimaginable power of the gods.26 Indeed, to 
inspire such wonder and terror was an essential aim of 
architectural sculpture throughout Greece during the sixth 


century; we need only think of the giant stone pediment of the 
temple of Artemis at Kerkyra (Corfu) with its menacing Medousa, 
ferocious panthers, and lumbering Giants fallen dead in the 
corners of the gable.27 The experience of sacred space was meant 
to be shocking, anxiety inducing, and disorienting, playing havoc 
with the emotions. Thus, Archaic sanctuaries teem with Gorgons, 
sphinxes, wild animals, monsters, and Giants. 

The Athenian Acropolis was the same, only more so. Sometime 
around 575 B.C., the Athenians began work on an immense stone 
temple, the largest of its day for Attica. By now, several of its 
neighboring city-states were ruled by powerful tyrants who had 
enhanced their local sanctuaries with monumental temples, and 
this might have fueled an innate Athenian competitiveness to 
build one of their own.2s By the mid-seventh century the tyrant 
Kypselos at Corinth had constructed for Apollo the first great 
stone temple with peristyle colonnade and tiled roof on the Greek 
mainland, followed shortly thereafter by a comparable structure 
for Poseidon at Isthmia.29 By the turn of the sixth century, many 
more mainland temples were surrounded with what would 
become the classical Greek signature: the exterior colonnade.30 
Since bigger is better when it comes to prayer and pleasing the 
gods, Athens was not to be outdone, and Athena would soon have 
an enormous stone temple of her own. 

Deeply apprehensive of surrendering control to any one man, 
the Athenians had resisted tyranny throughout the seventh and 
into the sixth century. Power at Athens remained in the hands of 
a few noble and highly competitive families, clans that had risen 
to wealth off the abundance of their landholdings. And so it fell 
to these Eupatrids and their oligarchies to initiate the 
formalization of the Acropolis shrines. But all was not well at 
Athens; indeed, tensions between the haves and the have-nots 
had brought the city-state to a point of near collapse. As we have 
seen in chapter 1, Solon was brought in as archon and mediator 
in 594 and set to work completely reorganizing civic 
representation, allowing for limited empowerment of the citizen 
masses. By forgiving their debts, abolishing their sale into slavery 
to fellow Athenians, and giving them an increased voice in the 
assembly and law courts, Solon raised the people of Athens to a 
new level of prosperity and fuller participation in government. 
Interestingly, Solon’s reforms also codified laws concerning prizes 


for athletic victors, asserting for the first time the role of the state 
in athletic concerns. Harmony at the intersection of athletics, the 
aristocracy, and the people was vital to the equilibrium of the 
state.31 

The newfound stability brought by Solon’s reforms enabled 
Athenians to reconfigure not only their Acropolis as sanctuary but 
also their local festival of Athena. A string of Athenian athletes 
had already distinguished themselves at the Olympic Games 
during the course of the seventh century, winning victories in 
696, 692, 644, 640, and 636 B.c.32 Now it was time for them to 
compete at home in games that would bring competitors to 
Athens from all across the Greek world. This shift may have been 
part of a major reorganization of the festival in 566 B.c., when the 
city celebrated its first Great Panathenaia, an international 
version of what until then had been a local feast. A series of 
inscriptions dated to this time show that official action was taken 
to make a dromos (“racetrack” or “road”) and “for the first time” 
to establish the agon (“contest”) for the “Steely-Eyed One,” 
Athena herself.33 Later sources tell us that this reorganization 
took place during the archonship of Hippokleides, that is, in 
566/565.34 As an athletic aristocrat from the horse-racing family 
of Miltiades (from the clan Philaidai), Hippokleides’s exact role 
with regard to the festival is unknown. But his leadership in this 
regard seems to have been encroached upon by Peisistratos, an 
ambitious member of a rival family from his home district of 
Brauron in eastern Attica. A late source credits Peisistratos with 
the introduction of the Great Panathenaia, and given his bold 
actions soon thereafter, it seems the young aristocrat seized this 
opportunity to advance his designs for establishing a tyranny of 
his own.35 

While Solon’s laws worked well in bettering the lot of the 
Athenian masses, fierce rivalries within the aristocracy endured, 
particularly those between three dominant clans. The rich and 
reactionary conservatives of the grain-producing plains (pedies), 
led by Lykourgos, wanted the new laws repealed. The somewhat 
weaker men of the coast (paraloi), led by Megakles, were fairly 
happy with Solon’s reforms. The smallest and poorest group, the 
men of the hills (hyperakrioi), led by Peisistratos, were somewhat 
disappointed since they had hoped to receive additional lands 
under the new regime. But of the three noble families and their 


leaders, Aristotle tells us that it was Peisistratos who was most 
open to democracy.36 A distant relative of Solon himself, 
Peisistratos would eventually win the backing of both the nobility 
and the people;37 in doing so, he would become the shining 
personality of sixth-century Athens. 


THE NEW STONE TEMPLE on the Acropolis rock might have been a 
result of Solon’s inspired program, but it would take decades to 
quarry the limestone, transport it to the summit, organize teams 
of stonemasons and building crews, and raise the structure. A 
great ramp, some 80 meters (262 feet) long and over 10 meters 
(33 feet) wide, had to be built on the western slope of the 
Acropolis for the hauling of materials and equipment. Surely, the 
temple was finished in time for the inauguration of the Great 
Panathenaia of 566, when this same ramp would have served as 
pathway for the sacred procession, leading the marchers and a 
hundred head of cattle up the slopes to the altar of Athena. The 
new temple would not disappoint. 

It rose from a platform measuring 46 by nearly 21 meters (151 
by 69 feet), rivaling the great size of the temple of Artemis at 
Kerkyra. Its Doric peristyle showed six columns on the facades 
and thirteen down the flanks (insert this page, bottom image, 
temple at south or top).3s The temple was made of limestone and 
adorned with metopes and gutters of Hymettian marble; the roof 
was crowned with marble tiles and ornaments (akroteria) that 
included sphinxes, palmettes, and maidens (below).39 

Most astonishing are the robustly carved limestone figures in 
the gables, richly colored with red, blue, green, and black 
pigment. A large number of fragments recovered in the late 
nineteenth century allow for the reconstruction of the pedimental 
compositions. A lion and lioness killing a bull adorn the center of 
one pediment, while the other preserves a bull gored by a lioness 
alone. Both gables feature scenes of cosmic and terrestrial battles, 
showing serpent-tailed monsters and huge coiling snakes 
slithering into the narrow corners of the pedimental frame 
(below, facing page, and insert this page, top).40 

Modern interpreters have called this Archaic building by many 
names: Hekatompedon (“Hundred-Footer”), Temple H, H- 
Building, the Ur-Parthenon, and the Bluebeard Temple,41 this last 


designation referring to a unique sculptural group usually 
assigned to the corner of one of the pediments.42 It shows a weird 
and wonderful human-headed, three-bodied monster with 
spreading wings incised on the back wall of the tympanum and a 
lower torso that terminates in three entwined snaky coils (above 
and insert this page, top). The grinning, mustachioed, and wide- 
eyed faces of the beast are trimmed at the chin by pointed beards 
highlighted in blackish-blue paint: hence the nickname. Scholars 
have long debated the identity of this beast. 43 


Reconstruction drawing of facade of Bluebeard Temple (Hekatompedon?) by 
M. Korres. (illustration credit ill.14) 


Bluebeard Temple pediment (Hekatompedon?). Athens, Acropolis Museum. 
(illustration credit ill.15) 


As it appears so early in the history of architectural sculpture, 
this fantastic creature has few iconographic parallels. The closest 
is found not in monumental stone but painted on a Chalkidean 
water jug dated some thirty years later (insert this page, 
bottom).44 The vase shows a very similar composite with human 
head (albeit only one), giant bird wings, and legs in the form of 
viper coils. This monster, too, is wide-eyed with a pointed beard 
and must represent Typhoeus or Typhon, the most hideous 
monster of the primordial era. By some accounts, he was the last 
son of Gaia and Tartaros and known as the Father of All 
Monsters. But in the Homeric Hymn to Pythian Apollo, Typhon is 
the child of Hera alone—a kind of parallel to Zeus’s child 
Athena.45 Fascinatingly, Hephaistos is also regarded as the son of 
Hera alone; both Typhon and the god of the fiery forge can be 
seen as the embodiment of Hera’s rage against Zeus. The presence 
of Typhon on the Hekatompedon pediment might in some way 
have reminded the Athenians of their problematic ancestor He- 
phaistos.46 Whatever the case, Typhon represents a Greek 
counterpart to the gruesome water reptiles slain by gods/heroes 
in Mesopotamian, Babylonian, Hittite, Vedic, and European 
lore.47 Following the model of the great dragon figure that can 
only be slain once, Typhon meets his match in the storm god 
Zeus, who kills him with extraordinary violence. 

Typhon appears amiable enough on the Chalkidean water jug, 
though he is shown on his very best behavior, beseeching Zeus to 
spare his life. Zeus, whose name appears in a painted inscription 
just before him, fiercely brandishes his flaming thunderbolt. 
Head-to-head in cosmic combat, the elegant, well-coiffed, and 
beautifully dressed Zeus confronts the wild, hairy, and lumbering 


behemoth Typhon in an archetypal clash between the younger 
generation of civilized Olympians and the older generation of 
feral monsters, celestial and terrestrial. 

When we turn to the Bluebeard pediment, we find a demon 
creature similarly confronted by Zeus, very little of whose figure 
survives; just a small part of the storm god’s draped left arm can 
be made out in low relief against the tympanum wall. It is clear, 
however, that the arm stretches out toward the three-bodied 
monster, and it is likely that we have Zeus, once again, 
threatening with his thunderbolt. 

Apollodoros tells us that Typhon was a beast like no other: 
taller than the mountains, his head brushing the stars. When he 
spread his arms, he could touch the farthest reaches of East and 
West.4s Hesiod tells us that out of Typhon’s shoulders came “a 
hundred fearsome snake-heads with black tongues flickering.” 49 
The Bluebeard monster’s chest and shoulders are, indeed, pierced 
by holes with traces of lead surviving within them, where twelve 
small limestone snakes may once have been attached.s50 Writing 
centuries later, Apollodoros similarly reports that from the 
monster’s thighs down, huge vipers emitted a long hissing sound: 
“Such and so great was Typhon when, hurling kindled rocks, he 
made for the very heaven with hissing and shouts, spouting a 
great jet of fire from his mouth.”51 

We should not underestimate the “acoustical effect” of 
monstrous creatures portrayed in Archaic Greek sanctuaries. We 
are at a disadvantage today, our sense of realism persuaded only 
by Dolby Surround sound. The ancients were far more 
suggestible, and the evocation of sound completes pictures and 
brings deeper understanding to how the images were received. 
Looking at the deliberately openmouthed Typhon on the 
Chalkidean vase or at the beseeching hand gesture of the 
Bluebeard monster, we must try to imagine what those versed in 
Hesiod’s description of the beast would have heard: “There were 
voices in all his fearsome heads, giving out every kind of 
indescribable sound. Sometimes they uttered as if for the gods’ 
understanding, sometimes again the sound of a bellowing bull 
whose might is uncontainable and whose voice is proud, 
sometimes again of a lion who knows no restraint, sometimes 
again of a pack of hounds, astonishing to hear; sometimes again 
he hissed; and the long mountains echoed below.”s52 These 


susurrous sounds and clamor brought the narrative to life, 
palpably inducing the intended emotional response of fear. 

Zeus is angry and unmoved by the monster’s clattering arsenal. 
He unleashes the full force of the elements, inciting a horrifying 
din of his own with fire, water, and wind. Hesiod describes it: “A 
conflagration held the violet-dark sea in its grip, both from the 
thunder and lightning and from the fire of the monster, from the 
tornado winds and the flaming bolt. All the land was seething, 
and sky, and sea; long waves raged to and fro about the 
headlands from the onrush of the immortals and an 
uncontrollable quaking arose.”53 The Bluebeard-Typhon holds out 
in his hands a wave, a flame, and a bird, signaling the cache of 
water, fire, and wind that he will surrender to Zeus if only he is 
spared. But Zeus stands firm and Typhon is destroyed. A full blast 
of celestial and terrestrial tumult is thus effectively conjured in 
the single image of the Acropolis pediment’s Bluebeard monster. 

At the left of the gable, Zeus’s son Herakles is shown subduing 
the water serpent Triton (this page and insert this page, top).54 
This can now be understood as a parallel scene in which the 
father-son duo tame the forces of nature and the cosmos across 
two generations: Zeus dispatches Typhon, while Zeus’s son 
Herakles kills Poseidon’s son Triton. And, of course, Triton has 
his own special genealogical connection to the myth narrative of 
Athens, having served as Athena’s foster father following her 
birth near the lake or the river Triton in Libya. Indeed, the 
Bluebeard pediment is framed with imagery evoking the north 
Libyan wetlands where Triton lived and this battle with Herakles 
took place. Some forty fragments from the underside of the 
raking cornice show two forms of brightly painted, incised lotus 
flowers (insert this page, bottom); twenty others show waterfowl, 
including storks and sea eagles.55 

The clash of Zeus and Typhon similarly took place at the 
seaside, alternatively set along the coasts of Syria and Cilicia. 
According to one tradition, Zeus lures Typhon out of his pit with 
the promise of a fish feast by the seashore. In another, Typhon 
hides Zeus’s weapons and sinews within his cave near the sea.56 
The lotus and waterfowl on the underside of the pediment’s 
raking cornice thus evoke the flora and fauna of Typhon’s lair as 
well as that of Triton. And thus the architectural frame is 
conceived as a “window” through which flying birds and marsh 


vegetation can be seen to set the stage on which gods, heroes, 
and monsters engage in cosmic clashes.57 


EXACTLY WHERE the building that held the Bluebeard pediment 
stood and by what name it was called in antiquity remain a 
mystery. This is because the temple seems to have occupied the 
same spot where the Parthenon stands today. In any event, we 
cannot know what filled that space before the construction of the 
giant twenty-five-course platform on which the Parthenon still 
rests. 

There is, however, another theory about the placement of the 
Bluebeard Temple, one setting it to the north of the Parthenon 
where foundations are preserved from a temple built at the end of 
the sixth century. The so-called Old Athena Temple, as we have 
seen, will be destroyed by the Persians and supplanted by the 
Erechtheion. But meanwhile, it stood on what have been 
nicknamed the Dörpfeld foundations after the nineteenth-century 
Acropolis excavator Wilhelm Dörpfeld (this page). He believed 
that the Bluebeard Temple had been set on the innermost 
foundations until the Old Athena Temple, built on the outermost, 
replaced it.ss 

A marble metope from the Bluebeard Temple was salvaged 
after the temple’s destruction and inscribed with an important 
text, dated to 485/484 B.c. Known as the “Hekatompedon 
Inscription,” it names two distinct buildings that stood on the 
Acropolis: the Neos (referring to the Archaios Neos, or Old 
Athena Temple), and the Hekatompedon, or “Hundred-Footer.”59 
An excellent case has been made, contra Dörpfeld, for the 
identification of the Bluebeard Temple as the Hekatompedon, 
placing it on a site beneath the present Parthenon.so Indeed, the 
eastern room of the Parthenon was still called the hekatompedon 
in the fifth century B.c. and into the Roman era, perhaps reflecting 
a continuity in the naming of successive buildings on this site. 
And, as Rudolph Heberdey documented long ago, every piece of 
Archaic poros sculpture found on the Acropolis was recovered 
from the area to the south of the Parthenon, between the temple 
and the south fortification wall. 61 


Herakles battling the Lernaean Hydra, limestone pediment. Athens, Acropolis 
Museum. (illustration credit ill.16) 


The Bluebeard Temple looks eastward for inspiration, not only 
in its narrative themes that focus so deliberately on genealogical 
succession myths and primordial battles between weather 
monsters and composite fiends, but also in its architectural forms. 
The incision of lotus flowers beneath the cornice, the trumpet- 
shaped spouts that guided rainwater from its gutters, and the 
upturned edge of the roof above the gable’s apex in a tong-shaped 
embellishment, all these features show influence from the grand 
visual traditions of the ancient Near Fast.62 

The Hekatompedon Inscription mentions additional buildings 
that stood on the Archaic Acropolis for which no stone 
foundations survive today. These are called the oikemata, or 
“houses,” a term that suggests they were of smaller scale than the 
Hekatompedon and Archaios Neos. Fragments of small limestone 
sculptures can be reconstructed to fill at least five small 
pediments from buildings that might be the oikemata mentioned 
in the inscription (one is shown above).63 It is likely that these 
structures served as treasuries, perhaps housing gifts dedicated to 
Athena by rival Eupatrid families of Attica, much as the treasury 
buildings at contemporary Olympia and Delphi held offerings of 
rival city-states. Their pedimental sculptures range in date from 
around 560-550 B.c. to the early fifth century.64 


ONE OF THESE PEDIMENTAL groups shows Herakles battling the 
Lernaean Hydra (previous page), the aforementioned water 


serpent with huge body and nine heads that, when cut off, grew 
back again.cs Herakles and his nephew Iolaos worked as a team 
in subduing this monster.ss As Herakles bashed off each head 
with his club, Iolaos would quickly cauterize the wound with a 
flaming torch. This prevented new heads from regenerating. 
Thus, the slimy monster was exterminated. Importantly, Hydra 
was the child of Typhon. So we find, once again, two successive 
generations in pitched battle on the Archaic Acropolis. Zeus kills 
Typhon in the age of the Titans (Bluebeard pediment), while his 
son Herakles kills Typhon’s daughter Hydra in the era that 
follows (the small poros pediment). As we shall soon see, by the 
close of the sixth century another great temple will be built (the 
Archaios Neos or Old Athena Temple), this on the north side of 
the Acropolis plateau, and its pediment will display a cosmic 
conflict of a later generation still, the battle of the gods and the 
Giants. But this will come after the momentous years of 
Peisistratos’s illustrious tyranny. 


WE CANNOT KNOW exactly what Peisistratos’s involvement in the 
Great Panathenaia of 566 entailed, but he clearly regarded it as 
an opportunity to advance his ambitions for taking control of 
Athens. This he tried three times, establishing his first tyranny in 
561/560 B.c. through a clever ruse in which he first claimed his 
life was under threat and then, once the people had granted him 
protection, employed his bodyguard to help him seize the 
Acropolis. Soon expelled from Athens, Peisistratos returned in the 
mid-550s for a short, second regime and, finally, in 546, when he 
succeeded in establishing a tyranny that lasted for thirty-six 
years. Peisistratos spent the decade between his second and his 
third coups in very productive exile, developing strengths that 
can, in a sense, be seen to exemplify what would become ideal 
Athenian virtues: careful planning, an entrepreneurial spirit in 
building wealth through hard work, dogged determination, a 
taste for culture, and the projection of strong personal charisma. 
Relocating to distant Thrace in the northeast of Greece, 
Peisistratos amassed a fortune in mining concessions from the 
gold and silver of Mount Pangaion, developed a network of 
international contacts with powerful tyrants, and rallied a 
mercenary army in anticipation of his return to Athens for a final 


takeover. Once back in power, he adopted a progressive global 
economic view, engaging Athens in international trade, minting 
the city’s first coins and encouraging productivity that, for 
example, saw Athens overtake Corinth as the leading exporter of 
fine painted pottery.c7 Peisistratos was, no doubt, impressed by 
the vast stone temple (55 meters by more than 108 meters, or 
180 by 354 feet) begun by the tyrant Polykrates on Samos in mid- 
century and by the grandeur and excess of the East Greek 
sanctuaries at Ephesos, Didyma, and Miletos. We cannot know 
how he might have enhanced the Hekatompedon or old shrine of 
Athena in his day. But taking careful note of what strong rulers 
were accomplishing abroad, he followed their example. Like 
Polykrates on Samos, he introduced a major upgrade in the local 
water supply at Athens, building an aqueduct from Mount 
Lykabettos to the Agora and, apparently, constructing the 
Enneakrounos Fountain House above the spring of Kallirrh6e. As 
John Camp has explained, the laying out of the Agora, the very 
focal point of Athenian life and government, was largely the work 
of Peisistratos and his sons, who also established new drainage 
systems, fountains, and shrines, including the sanctuary of 
Dionysos Eleutherios on the south slope of the Acropolis. 68 

Peisistratos effectively exploited the power of his “cult of 
personality” in appealing to the sensibilities of the Athenian 
masses. Herodotos tells us that returning to Athens after his first 
exile, Peisistratos contrived a spectacular homecoming in which 
he was taken up the Acropolis in a chariot driven by a woman 
dressed as Athena.oo Nearly 6 feet tall (1.8 meters) and strikingly 
beautiful, Phye wore the armor of the goddess, explicitly 
communicating to the crowd of spectators that Athena herself 
welcomed Peisistratos back. The tyrant lost no opportunity to 
parade before the people his particular devotion to the goddess, 
taking care at the same time to flaunt her special fondness for 
him.70 

This highly visible display recalls another attempt at tyranny 
played out upon the Acropolis stage some seventy-five years 
earlier, that of Kylon in 632/631 B.c. Having risen to fame as a 
victor in the Olympic Games, encouraged by a Delphic oracle, 
and supported by his father-in-law (the tyrant of Megara), Kylon 
tried to seize the Acropolis during the annual festival of Zeus. He 
and his accomplices met with strong resistance and became 


trapped on the Sacred Rock, where they took sanctuary at 
Athena’s statue, according to Herodotos, or at her altar, according 
to Thucydides.71 Kylon escaped, but his co-conspirators were held 
on the Acropolis without food or water in a long standoff that left 
them close to death. Some of the archons from the Alkmeonid 
family (whose leader, Miltiades, was chief magistrate at the time) 
promised the accomplices safe passage off the Acropolis but later 
reneged, killing them as they took refuge at the altars of the 
accursed goddesses (Semnai) down below. This act of gross 
impiety—murder within a sanctuary—brought a lasting curse 
upon the entire Alkmeonid clan.72 

The stories of Kylon and Peisistratos illustrate the dominance of 
the Acropolis plateau as an ever-visible landmark and target for 
takeover. Seizing the Sacred Rock symbolized a conquering of all 
Attica for aspiring tyrants, as it would for the Persian army in 
480 B.c. Even with its transformation from Bronze Age fortress to 
Iron Age sanctuary, the Acropolis retained its power as a 
bulwark, the ultimate prize for contenders in a centuries-long 
game of King of the Mountain. 

To be sure, Peisistratos commandeered power in an 
unconstitutional manner, but by all accounts he governed 
according to the laws of Solon, taking care of the city masses as 
well as the rural majority. He made loans to small farmers, 
encouraged the cultivation of olives for export, and exacted a 5 
percent tax on agricultural production. He unified disparate local 
cults from all across Attica into a centralized whole in which all 
Athenians held a stake, exercising special care to preserve their 
long-standing relationships with particular noble clans. Indeed, it 
is likely that Peisistratos instituted hereditary priesthoods that 
ensured the oldest families would forever keep their 
responsibility (and privilege) of looking after these cults.73 The 
Eteoboutadai, that is, the clan of the plains led by Lykourgos, 
received the distinction of providing priests for the most 
venerable of the Acropolis cults, those of Athena Polias and 
Poseidon-Erechtheus. From this point forward, civic, religious, 
and cultural life at Athens was deeply intertwined. It was 
becoming clearer and clearer just what it meant to be an 
Athenian. 

When Peisistratos died in 528/527 B.c., he was succeeded by his 
sons, who ruled until Hipparchos was murdered in 514 and 


Hippias was exiled in 510. The early years of their rule went 
smoothly as they devoted their energies to their father’s vision, 
beautifying the city with buildings and monuments and greatly 
enhancing its cultural and religious institutions.74 The sons of 
Peisistratos (known as the Peisistratids) played a major role in 
promoting music, poetry, and the arts at Athens. Their most 
ostentatious project was the construction of an enormous temple 
to Olympian Zeus (the Olympieion, this page)on the banks of the 
Ilissos River, replacing a shrine that their father had built on this 
very ancient site, occupied already in Neolithic days. The hugely 
ambitious plan called for a temple platform measuring 41 by 108 
meters (135 by 354 feet), clearly meant to rival the gargantuan 
temples of Hera on Samos and Artemis at Ephesos. But the project 
would be abandoned and languish incomplete for centuries until 
the Roman emperor Hadrian finished it in A.D. 131/2.75 

It was not until Hipparchos made a reckless advance on 
Harmodios, a young man already attached to an older lover, 
Aristogeiton, that the fortunes of the Peisistratids turned. The 
ensuing rejection, affront, and further retaliatory insult led to 
Hipparchos’s assassination at the Panathenaia in 514.76 Hippias 
now grew bitter and difficult while the rival Alkmeonid family, 
having spent much of the Peisistratid tyranny in exile, planned a 
comeback. They persuaded Sparta (with the encouragement of 
the Delphic oracle) to help them overthrow Hippias. The Spartan 
king, Kleomenes, obliged, setting siege to the Acropolis, where 
Hippias and his supporters were ensconced. In 510 B.c., after some 
family members were taken hostage, Hippias agreed to leave 
Athens for good. The ousted despot took refuge with the Persian 
governor at Sardis in Anatolia and, twenty years later, returned to 
Attica in the company of the Persian army, traitorously giving 
advice on how best to defeat the Athenians at Marathon. 

Having successfully ousted the tyrant, the Athenian people now 
sought to remove the Spartan-led army that was in control of 
their citadel. Demonstrating an extraordinary ability to take quick 
and decisive collective action in the face of crisis, ordinary 
Athenians gathered en masse at the foot of the Acropolis and 
forced the surrender of the coalition of Spartans and Athenian 
nobility holding the summit. They called for the return of 
Kleisthenes, a member of the Alkmeonid family who had helped 
in overthrowing Hippias but was later expelled by a rival within 


his clan.77 Kleisthenes returned as champion of the people in 
508/507 and swiftly introduced sweeping reforms that laid the 
foundations for true and direct demokratia, in which the people 
(demos) held the power (kratos), the very basis for our modern 
democratic system today.7s Kleisthenes reconfigured the 
legislature, the court system, and the formation of the Athenian 
“tribes,” breaking the power of the nobility and establishing the 
framework for a national army. Ten new tribes were 
geographically described so that each contained people from 
different parts of Athenian territory: the coastal districts, the 
inland regions, and the urban areas. Each tribe would henceforth 
consist of a mix of individuals from across these diverse areas, 
bringing together men of vastly different backgrounds, skill sets, 
and kinship networks.79 But the experience of serving on tribal 
teams, both in the legislature and in the Panathenaic 
competitions, would soon knit these men together in a real 
brotherhood of common interests. Kleisthenes extended Athenian 
citizenship to all adult resident males and their offspring, creating 
a new Council of 500 to which each of the ten newly created 
tribes would send fifty delegates chosen, democratically, by lot. 
Furthermore, he instituted ostracism, establishing a process 
through which unpopular leaders could be expelled. In short, 
Kleisthenes ushered in an egalitarian revolution, bringing to the 
Athenian people what he called isonomia (equality vis-a-vis law) 
and what we call democracy itself. 

By the end of the sixth century B.c., Athens was ready not only 
for a new system of government but also for a new temple on the 
Acropolis. Just as, sixty-five years before, the Bluebeard Temple 
had projected dynamic images of cosmic combat in the wake of 
Solon’s reforms, so the temple of the young democracy would 
launch a powerful narrative of genealogical struggle: the battle of 
the gods and the Giants. This theme featured prominently in the 
Panathenaia, woven as it was into the figured fabric (peplos) 
presented to Athena at the festival and, during the second half of 
the sixth century, painted on so many Attic vases (especially 
those found on the Acropolis itself).so Within the realm of myth, 
the Gigantomachy may be seen as the next generational conflict 
following that in which Zeus destroyed Typhon. 

Having vanquished the older generation of Titans, the 
Olympians turned to the cosmic war with the Giants. These are 


the terrible creatures that sprang from blood dripping out of 
Ouranos’s severed testicles and mingling with Earth. The Giants, 
so big that their heads touched the clouds, outnumbered the 
Olympian gods twenty-four to twelve. And so the gods enlisted 
the help of mighty Herakles to improve their odds.si Athena and 
Herakles fought side by side in battle, valiant warriors who made 
an excellent team. Athena so distinguished herself that she 
became known as Gigantoleteira or Gigantoletis (“She Who 
Destroyed the Giants”).s2 Earlier in this chapter we saw Athena 
kill one giant named Drako and another named Aster. There is 
yet a third deadly beast she annihilates in the Gigantomachy, the 
fearsome Enkelados, whose name means “Sound the Charge.” 
According to some sources, Athena lifted and hurled the island of 
Sicily at this monster as he fled the battlefield, crushing him 
beneath Mount Aitna.s3 The supreme size and strength of gods 
and Giants made them quite capable of throwing boulders, 
mountains, and even whole islands in the course of combat. 

The Gigantomachy took pride of place on the great gable of the 
Archaios Neos or Old Athena Temple, a structure built at the 
north side of the Acropolis at the turn of the sixth to the fifth 
century.s4 The temple rose from the so-called Dörpfeld 
foundations, still visible today (below, and see also this page and 
insert this page, bottom). Its pediments were filled with colossal 
figures carved in expensive marble imported from the island of 
Paros. One of the gables showed lions savaging a bull just as on 
the old Bluebeard Temple. The other pediment featured the 
Gigantomachy, dominated by a dynamic image of Athena lunging 
toward a fallen giant (following page). The goddess is shown in 
feverish pursuit of the enemy, employing her snaky aegis not only 
as a shield but also as a weapon. She manipulates a hissing, biting 
snake head, using it to menace a fallen giant.ss 
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Erechtheion and foundations of Old Athena Temple, from south. (illustration 
credit ill.17) 


Athena from Gigantomachy pediment, Old Athena Temple. Athens, Acropolis 
Museum. (illustration credit (illustration credit ill.18) 


Athena slaying giant, Gigantomachy pediment, Old Athena Temple. Athens, 
Acropolis Museum. ill.19) 
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Charioteer from frieze (?), Old Athena Temple. Athens, Acropolis Museum. 
(illustration credit ill.20) 


This bold composition crowned a Doric temple that measured 
roughly 21 by 43 meters (69 by 141 feet) and showed six 
columns across the facades and twelve down its flanks (following 
page and insert this page, bottom).s6 Built of poros limestone 
quarried in the Piraeus, the Old Athena Temple was adorned with 
marble roof tiles, gutters, akroteria, lion’s-head waterspouts, and 
metopes.s7 It seems also to have been decorated with a marble 
frieze of which little survives: one fragment clearly shows the god 
Hermes and another, a charioteer (above).ss As we shall see in 
chapter 5, chariots had very special meaning at Athens since 
being introduced into Athenian warfare by the founder, King 
Erechtheus/ Erichthonios himself. 

The plan of the Old Athena Temple was unusual as the main 
room at the east was completely separated from the three rooms 
at the back or west end of the structure (above and this page). Its 
eastern cella had two rows of three columns dividing the interior 
into three “aisles.” Here, an olive wood statue of Athena was 
housed, known as the “ancient image” (to archaion agalma). This 
relic, believed to have fallen from the heavens in the early days 


of Athens, was the most sacred object in the city. It was aniconic 
(an effigy without human shape), consisting of a simple olive 
wood tree trunk.so Like cult statues in all Greek sanctuaries, the 
image was regarded not as a representation of the deity but as the 
divine essence itself. Therefore, Athena’s statue was dressed in 
ornate fabric and adorned with a golden diadem, earrings, 
necklaces, and bracelets. It even had its own gold libation bowl.9o0 
Once a year the statue would be taken down to the sea at 
Phaleron for bathing before returning to its “house” on the 
Acropolis. 
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Plan of Athenian Acropolis in 480 B.c. (illustration credit ill.21) 


The back of the Old Athena Temple was separated from the 
eastern room by a dividing wall and comprised an anteroom 
opening onto two smaller chambers, accessible through a single 
entrance on the west porch. This curious plan seems to reflect the 
integration of three distinct cult places and anticipates the 
unusual subdivision of the structure that would “replace” it in the 
last quarter of the fifth century, the Erechtheion (this page, this 
page, this page, and this page). Indeed, the Erechtheion reserves 
special cult places for Athena at the east and for Poseidon, 


Erechtheus, and his brother Boutes at the west, indicating that 
this building, like its predecessor, was devoted to the joint 
worship of multiple gods and heroes.91 

Two rough limestone column bases found embedded in the 
foundations of the Old Athena Temple (this page) in 1885 may be 
remnants of an even earlier incarnation of the shrine dating to 
the first half of the seventh century.92 These bases would have 
held wooden columns supporting a superstructure of mud brick. 
This temple, or perhaps an even earlier (albeit hypothetical) 
eighth-century predecessor, may be the shrine of which Homer 
speaks when he says that Erechtheus “entered the rich temple of 
Athena” on the Acropolis.93 This is likely to have been the temple 
where Kylon took refuge in his failed coup attempt during the 
630s. Interestingly, this seventh-century shrine was called the Old 
Temple (Archaios Neos), just like the building that replaced it. All 
these incarnations of Athena’s holy precinct (hypothetical eighth- 
century shrine, seventh-century temple, Old Athena Temple, and 
Erechtheion) sat upon the site of the Bronze Age Mycenaean 
palace (this page), making visible in perpetuity a bond with the 
heroic past. (At other sites, like Mycenae and Tiryns, Iron Age 
temples are built atop or near the “big room” or “megaron” of the 
local palace’s remains.)o4 A small bronze cutout relief (previous 
page) may give a hint at the decoration of the seventh-century 
Athena temple.os We see the terrorizing face of Medousa, the 
Gorgon sister, sticking out her tongue and baring her sharp 
incisors. If one imagines also the horrifying screech the Gorgons 
were thought to make, one can re-create the effect meant to scare 
away any force of sinister intent. 


Bronze Gorgon akroterion (?), from Acropolis, seventh century B.C. Athens, 
Acropolis Museum. (illustration credit ill.22) 


IN ADDITION TO the construction of the Old Athena Temple, the 
early years of Athenian democracy might also have witnessed the 
inception of a second new structure on the Acropolis, set just to 
the south and roughly parallel to Athena’s shrine. On the very 
spot where the Bluebeard Temple might have stood, a massive 
platform of nearly ten thousand limestone blocks was laid in 
preparation for the building of a new temple, sometimes called 
the Grandfather of the Parthenon, or Parthenon I, by Dörpfeld, 
Manolis Korres, and other scholars.o6 But a contrasting view dates 
the foundations much later, after the battle of Marathon in 490, 
when they would have been positioned to support the immediate 
predecessor of the Parthenon, a building simply referred to as the 
Older Parthenon.97 These foundations, constructed of limestone 
blocks quarried 10 kilometers (6 miles) away in the Piraeus and 
set some twenty-one courses deep on its south side, represent an 
enormous undertaking in anticipation of a huge new structure. 

If this platform was already laid at the end of the sixth or early 
fifth century, it might have been that the young democracy 
wished to replace the Bluebeard Temple, tainted as it might have 


been with links to the Peisistratid tyranny. With a new regime 
dawning, memories of the disastrous ending of the old 
administration had to be expunged. After all, the tyrant Hippias 
was now ensconced with the Persians, and his memory was one 
thing that need not be preserved in stone. Any thought of 
finishing his giant temple of Olympian Zeus near the Ilissos was 
abandoned when his tyranny came to an end. So it might have 
been that the Bluebeard Temple was regarded as a monument in 
need of replacing. In any event, if there was a plan for a new 
temple to replace the Hekatompedon, it was not yet to be 
realized. 

For in the East, King Darius of Persia was busy with plans of his 
own, ever expanding his empire westward into territories long 
held by the Greeks of Asia Minor (on the western coast of 
present-day Turkey). By 499 B.c., these Ionian states had had 
enough and pushed back against Persian aggression. The 
Athenians sent help in the form of ships and troops but paid 
heavily for this support. The Persians crushed the Ionian revolt 
and then turned their sights, and revenge, squarely upon the 
Athenians themselves. War was inevitable. With the Persian 
threat looming, the populist leader Themistokles, elected archon 
in 493, diverted the Athenian treasury to a more urgent need 
than that of building a new temple. He focused Attic resources on 
the creation of a fleet of warships, galvanizing the city’s maritime 
assets in a move that would prove indispensable to Athenian 
survival. 

In August of 490 B.c., tens of thousands of Persian troops landed 
on Marathon beach, the turncoat Hippias showing the way. 
Plutarch tells us that the hero Theseus appeared to the Athenians 
in the course of the ensuing battle, rushing out in front of them in 
full armor and leading them to victory just as in days of old.9s In 
what is regarded as one of the greatest military watersheds of all 
time, 6,400 Persians are said to have fallen that day to Athenian 
losses of just 192.09 The extraordinary bravery of the Athenian 
soldiers and their Plataian allies instantly catapulted them to epic 
heroic status. The Marathon dead were awarded the 
extraordinary honor of burial on the spot where they fell, placed 
together in one great tumulus that became a monument unto 
itself.io0 

In the wake of the triumph at Marathon, construction began in 


earnest on the immediate predecessor of the Parthenon, the so- 
called Older Parthenon.ioi1 Athena needed to be thanked and 
honored for the astonishing victory. The new temple would have 
six columns on its ends and sixteen running down its sides (this 
page and following page), and for the first time ever the 
Athenians would build a temple entirely of marble. This marble 
would come from their own Mount Pentelikon, the city’s swelling 
pride permitting no import of materials.102 

But Persian fury would intervene. A vast Persian army and 
navy advanced into Attica in 480 B.c. to avenge their defeat at 
Marathon. Now under the command of Darius’s son Xerxes, the 
enemy first won a critical battle at Thermopylai, defeating the 
300 valiant Spartans under the command of Leonidas, before 
marching on to Athens. Seeing what was coming and discouraged 
by reports that the sacred snake had disappeared from the 
Acropolis, most Athenians evacuated the city, seeking refuge on 
the nearby island of Salamis. Everyone knew that the Persian 
attack would be violent, but no one was prepared for the 
devastating destruction of the most holy buildings on the 
Acropolis itself. The Persian army surrounded the Sacred Rock, 
one division positioning itself on the Areopagus to better shoot 
flaming arrows up at the wooden ramparts. A few Persian soldiers 
scaled the precipitous and unguarded eastern cliff of the 
Acropolis, just above the sanctuary of Aglauros (insert this page, 
bottom). Once on top, they opened the western gate, and the full 
Persian army flooded in, massacring those few suppliants and 
defenders who had chosen to stay, plundering the temples, and 
setting the whole citadel ablaze. It was an atrocity beyond 
comprehension for the Greeks. Hellenes had long followed a code 
by which the holy places of enemies were respected and spared 
during war. After all, their destruction was certain to incur divine 
wrath. But the Persians worshipped other gods and showed no 
respect for the Olympians. 


Hypothetical visualization of Older Parthenon and Old Athena Temple in 480 
B.C., prior to Persian siege. (illustration credit ill.23) 


The Old Athena Temple was hit hard in the siege, as was the 
Older Parthenon still under construction to the south of it. 
Manolis Korres, the architect-engineer-archaeologist who oversaw 
the Acropolis Restoration Program for some thirty years, has 
established that the Older Parthenon was standing to a height of 
just two or three column drums, still unfluted, when the Persians 
attacked. But there was wooden scaffolding set up all around it, 
providing plenty of fuel to feed the flames (facing page).103 
Korres has identified thermal fractures on many of the temple’s 
blocks, including the upper steps of its platform, which would be 
reshaped, capped, and reused more than thirty years later for the 
Periklean Parthenon.104 

The Athenians did not despair but, keeping hope, retrenched 
and brilliantly expelled the Persians just a year later. Thanks to 
Themistokles’s insight and careful preparation, they had 
developed their secret weapon: a powerful fleet of two hundred 
warships manned by a legion of highly trained and financially 
compensated oarsmen drawn from the thetes, the poorest of 
Athenian citizen classes. Themistokles himself would lead the 
stunning naval victory off the island of Salamis in September of 
480, a victory that would soon be followed in 479 by sound 
defeat of the Persian land forces, deprived of their naval support, 
at the Battle of Plataia.ios Thucydides tells us that immediately 
after the “barbarians had departed from the land,” the Athenians 
brought their women, children, and possessions back from their 
places of refuge and began “rebuilding their city and its walls.” 106 


Any surviving blocks in a condition to be reused were gathered 
up for hasty construction of the great defensive walls that 
Themistokles ordered for the immediate securing of the city. 
These included blocks fallen from the Acropolis buildings. Broken 
and battered Archaic statues, including the famous korai 
(“maidens”) that had once stood as sumptuous dedications to the 
goddess, were collected and buried in pits within the sanctuary, 
lovingly laid to rest within the sacred space. 


Display of reused column drums, north fortification wall, Athenian Acropolis. 
(illustration credit ill.24) 


Column drums from the Older Parthenon and surviving 
triglyphs, metopes, architrave, and cornice blocks from the Old 
Athena Temple were salvaged and built into the Acropolis’s north 
fortification wall, no doubt under the watch of Themistokles 
(previous page).io7 That they are displayed in the same 
architectural order as they would have appeared on the temple 
(column drums carefully stacked to reconstruct “columns,” 
metopes and triglyphs reconstructed in their proper sequence) 
shows a reverential reconstruction meant to evoke the destroyed 
temples and not simply an expeditious reuse of architectural 
elements to strengthen the fortification wall. Thus these 
architectural relics formed a commemorative display: proof of the 
Persian atrocities and the destruction of the city’s most sacred 
shrines. They bore witness to the horrors suffered by a generation 


of Athenian heroes in the early decades of democracy. And so, 
the Athenians reconciled their desire to remember and their 
desire to create; their need to memorialize and their need to 
move forward. 

The Old Athena Temple was not completely destroyed in the 
Persian attack; its facades and part of its westernmost room 
(known as the opisthodomos) seem to have remained standing 
while its roof and interior collapsed (facing page).i0s This would 
help explain why the Erechtheion (built just to the north of it in 
the last quarter of the fifth century) respected its foundations and 
adopted such a peculiar design for its southern flank. Indeed, the 
long stretch of wall to the east of the Porch of the Maidens was 
left completely blank, something very strange within the larger 
scheme of Greek architecture. But if battered remains of the Old 
Athena Temple still occupied parts of the Dorpfeld foundations at 
the time when the Erechtheion was built, this southern wall 
might have been left necessarily unadorned as it was mostly 
hidden by the standing ruins (facing page and this page). The 
Erechtheion’s karyatid porch extends farther south to encroach 
upon the Dörpfeld foundations at a place where the Old Athena 
Temple may have completely collapsed. While it is difficult to 
prove this was so, it does make sense and would continue the 
tradition in which ruined walls of earlier periods (see the 
Mycenaean fortifications, this page) were preserved and respected 
on the Acropolis as relics of the past. What is clear is that the 
Acropolis was ever a place of memory, bearing palpable witness 
to earlier eras, past struggles against deadly enemies, and the 
victories that defeated them. Again, in the absence of 
photography or film, it was essential to preserve tangible 
evidence of past history, or else future generations might forget 
it, or not believe it at all. 


Hypothetical visualization of surviving opisthodomos of the Old Athena 
Temple with Erechtheion at right. 


Like the cosmic battles of Zeus and Typhon projected on the 
Bluebeard Temple pediment and the clash of gods and Giants on 
the Old Athena Temple, a new generation of terrifying enemies 
confronted Athenians of the early fifth century. The Persian 
behemoth had raised its ugly head, but this monster, like Drako, 
Typhon, Triton, the Hydra, and Enkelados before it, would be 
soundly slain, this time, in the waters off Salamis and in the 
wheat fields of Plataia. (illustration credit ill.25) 


PERIKLEAN POMP 


The Parthenon Moment and Its Passing 


PERIKLES WAS ABOUT FIFTEEN when the smoke rose from the 
smoldering Acropolis in 480 B.c. We cannot know if he watched 
with his family from Salamis, to which most Athenians fled. It is 
said that when the Athenian fleet routed the Persians, months 
later, in waters off that island, his (future) friend Sophokles, aged 
sixteen, was chosen to lead the victory dance. Already renowned 
for his good looks and flair as an entertainer, Sophokles 
performed the triumphant paean, serving as top boy in the male 
chorus, an auspicious debut for one who would eventually rank 
among the greatest tragedians of all time. 

We can only wonder how the trauma of the Persian attack 
affected the psyches of the Attic teenagers who grew up to forge 
what has been called the golden age of Periklean Athens. Theirs 
was a rarefied cohort, those young men of the highest privilege, 
but also united in their common experience of unimaginable 
shock suffered at a tender age. Did the ordeal of seeing the very 
existence of the young democracy threatened spur them on to 
special greatness as thinkers, artists, architects, playwrights, 
generals, and, yes, politicians, achieving things that endure 


superlative even today? 

Perikles, for one, was certainly set on a road to success from 
the start; even his name (peri + kleos) promises he would be 
“surrounded by glory.” The boy studied music with the theorist 
Damon and went on to learn philosophy from Anaxagoras, whom 
he would befriend.1 As an adult, and aspirant to power, Perikles 
would still enjoy discussing philosophy, especially with 
Protagoras and Zeno of Elea, and he was close to the geometer 
Hippodamos of Miletos, whom he would hire to lay out the 
harbor town of Piraeus. But among his very dearest friends was 
Pheidias, the master sculptor who would collaborate with him in 
planning the Parthenon and its sculptural program. That, 
however, would not be for some time, a quarter century later, 
when Athens was at its imperial zenith. 

While he was still in his early twenties, in the spring of 472, 
Perikles’s very first public act was to finance a production of 
Aeschylus’s Persians, a play that celebrated none other than the 
Athenian victory at Salamis. It was a canny gesture for the future 
statesman, presenting a drama that spoke hopefully to his 
generation, still scarred by the Persian War period and the sack of 
the Acropolis. Standing at the very center of this cohort, Perikles 
the aristocrat would rise as a champion of the people, the man as 
naturally cool and aloof as Olympian Zeus discovering a gift for 
charismatic oratory with which he could stir the masses.2 By that 
time it was democracy not as the Athenians had first imagined it 
but an even purer strain, for good and ill. 

Much of what we know of Perikles comes from the golden 
hindsight of those who wrote after his death, Thucydides and 
Plutarch chief among these admirers.3 But a few facts speak for 
themselves, attesting to the magnitude of Perikles’s 
accomplishments. Every two years from 450 to 429, he was 
elected by popular vote (with the exception of only one term) to 
the council of ten generals, or strategoi. The office of strategos 
was far more than a military responsibility, giving the ten who 
held it the authority to speak before all others at meetings of the 
assembly. One of the few elected positions, the strategos was as 
close as one could come to being a civic leader in a democracy 
that now distributed most jobs by lot, or sortition. (This seemed 
to the Athenians only fair, ensuring every man had an equal 
chance at most public positions—those requiring no special 


expertise anyway—and that none was unduly advantaged by 
reason of wealth.) That Perikles could hold on to his elected 
office for some twenty years, never successfully challenged or 
ostracized (as his father had been and so many of his friends and 
enemies would be), speaks to his exceptional skills. 


IN TIME, Perikles came to embody Athens of the fifth century in a 
way that Peisistratos had done for the Athens of the sixth. But if 
the masses were readily swayed, his fellow aristocrats were not as 
easy to dispatch. Perikles was of the Alkmeonidai, rival clan of 
the Peisistratids, his mother’s brother being none other than 
Kleisthenes, architect of the Athenian democracy. And through 
his father, the war hero and politician Xanthippos, Perikles 
belonged to the Athenian tribe Akamantis and the deme (or burg) 
of Cholargos. In 461 B.c., when he was roughly thirty-five, he 
stepped into the political spotlight as a leading advocate for the 
ostracism of Kimon, who was related through marriage to the 
Philaidai. Enmity between the two families went back a 
generation, when Xanthippos had imposed exile and a hefty fine 
of fifty talents on Kimon’s father, Miltiades, the general 
responsible for the victory at Marathon.4 Unable to pay the fine, 
the heroic warrior died in jail, bequeathing the onerous penalty 
and the attendant resentment to his son. 

Kimon would become a war hero in his own right, 
distinguishing himself fighting the Persians at Salamis and later 
in Thrace, Skyros, and at the battle on the Eurymedon River in 
Pamphilia (southern Turkey). As a leading statesman throughout 
the 470s and 460s, he had a crucial part in building the Athenian 
navy, which allowed the city to become an empire. Military 
victory was remunerative, and so, having paid off his father’s 
debt, Kimon lavished his personal fortune on civic projects. He is 
said to have been the first to adorn Athens with elegant spaces for 
public use.s He planted many plane trees in the Agora. He 
transformed the Academy into a shady grove, well watered by an 
aqueduct some 3 kilometers (nearly 2 miles) long, carrying runoff 
from the market. Spoils from his military conquests also enabled 
Kimon to finance the rebuilding of the south wall of the 


Acropolis, the laying out of the Long Walls connecting Athens to 
the Piraeus, and the construction of the Klepsydra fountain and 
the Painted Stoa (from which the philosophical school of Stoicism 
takes its name). But when, in 462 B.c., Kimon led an unsuccessful 
mission in support of the Spartans (against the Helot uprisings), 
he opened himself to accusations of fraternizing with Athens’s 
enemy. This gave Perikles the perfect opportunity: he launched a 
case for ostracism against Kimon. Thus did Perikles use a tool of 
fifth-century democracy (the ancient version of today’s recall 
referendum) to advance his personal political ambitions, forcing 
his main rival to leave Athens for ten long years. 

There was another contender for leadership at Athens, 
Perikles’s own mentor Ephialtes, the great reformer and 
champion of the masses. A tumultuous moment, 462 was also the 
year Ephialtes introduced reforms stripping the Areopagus 
Council (the aristocratic body composed of former archons and 
other elite officeholders, a kind of senate) of nearly all its 
functions except that of murder tribunal. Henceforth, all other 
criminal and civil trials would be handled by the law courts, in 
which all Athenian citizens could serve. This decisive truncation 
of aristocratic influence and its typically moderating effect marks 
the beginning of what has been called Athens’s radical 
democracy. To put it mildly, not everyone was pleased. The 
following year, Ephialtes was assassinated. This left Perikles’s 
path to power wide open. 

By 457, Perikles was recognized for valor at the Battle of 
Tanagra, Plutarch reporting that among Athenian soldiers he was 
“the most conspicuous of all in taking no care for his safety.”6 
And so, before reaching the age of forty, this consummate patriot 
and thoughtful man of action managed to consolidate his position 
as the leading statesman of Athens. Over the next thirty years he 
would preside over a radical democracy, a powerful empire, a 
savage war with Sparta, and an extravagant building program on 
the Acropolis. Before considering the latter, which gave us the 
Parthenon, chief among its wonders, let us consider the political 
context, which was then, as ever, bound up with the Athenian 
self-understanding. 

Even the greatest cynic must acknowledge that the central 
tenets of Athenian radical democracy were inspired: individual 
freedom, self-government, equal protection before the law 


(regardless of wealth), the right of any citizen to own land and 
houses in Athenian territory, and an affirmation of the 
individual’s commitment to the well-being of the community as a 
whole. All Athenian (male) citizens could participate in the 
deliberations and vote in the assembly, or ekklesia (where some 
measures required a quorum of six thousand), and by serving as 
jurors in the law courts, the heliaia, where a minimum panel of 
two hundred males over the age of thirty was required but up to 
six thousand were kept in service. With the authority to impose 
ostracism, this body, not the assembly, was where the real power 
lay. Then there was the Council of 500 (boule), comprising fifty 
members chosen by lot from each of the ten Kleisthenic tribes. In 
all, some eleven hundred citizens now held office each year at 
Athens, most chosen through sortition, only about a hundred 
elected, including the ten strategoi. After 487 B.C., archons were 
no longer elected by the people but chosen by lot;7 and by 457 
even zeugitai (those of minimal property, enough for subsistence) 
could serve as archons. Civic life grew to ensure a job for every 
citizen, with anyone who neglected his due involvement reviled 
as an idiotes. Thus power was never more dispersed in the polis 
and, as a consequence, its exercise never more fractious. Soon, 
the need for a monumental reminder of first things would seem 
ever more urgent. 

Democracy had taken form for the first time in human history 
precisely because of the profound and all-pervading sense of a 
common Athenian ancestry, one that originated in the mists of 
the Bronze Age, the sons of Erechtheus—of Athena herself—all 
belonging to the land. Politeia, that touchstone of Athenian life 
denoting the conditions and rights of the citizen, was a concept 
whose sense extended far beyond our notions of politics, positing 
a mythic “deep time” and a cosmic reality in which the citizen 
could not locate himself or understand his existence except 
through religious awareness and devotions. All were pledged to 
the good of the polis, and by extension that of one another, and 
by that mutual understanding popular rule could be trusted. But 
radical democracy was inevitably an expansive vision of rule and, 
just as inevitably, a costly one, dependent on the revenues of 
empire. However much that vision may have included ever more 
lavish tributes to the divine order of things, its abundant benefits 
to the individual citizen distracted him, weakening the very 


solidarity and selflessness that had made democracy trustworthy. 

It was Perikles himself who introduced payment for jury 
service. Now men sitting on juries were compensated for their 
service just as soldiers and the oarsmen of the great triremes 
were. Priesthoods, long an inherited privilege of the elite, were 
now opened to a wider cut of the citizenry through use of the lot. 
And while sacred offices had always brought emoluments, we 
now hear of cash salaries and payments in skins, hides, and meat 
portions from the animal victims. The benefits of citizenship grew 
so great that in time it seemed better to limit those eligible rather 
than to restrain the benefits, lest too many outsiders share in the 
wealth of Athens. Aristocratic Athenian men had long favored 
rich foreign brides, as Perikles’s own maternal grandfather had 
done, marrying well at Sikyon. As typically happens, less eminent 
citizens began following suit, taking foreign wives, with every 
confidence of passing Athenian citizenship on to their sons. But in 
451/450 B.C., Perikles introduced legislation under which 
citizenship could be conferred only on those whose mother and 
father were both from Athenian families.s The Periklean 
citizenship law, exclusionary as it was, had the effect of elevating 
the status of Athenian women by making them, more than ever, 
desirable for marriage. Apart from the ownership of property and 
its legal protection, women had few rights or benefits, being 
ineligible for military service or politics. It was required that male 
guardians speak for them in the law courts and handle all their 
financial and legal affairs, but women did enjoy the wealth of the 
city equally within their families, and those who held key 
priesthoods enjoyed not only the prestige but a salary and a share 
in the sacrifices.9 

Amid the demands of a populace expecting ever greater 
emoluments, the key to Perikles’s success, apart from his 
spending lavish sums, was certainly his unrivaled gift for oratory. 
Plato calls him, in the Phaidros, “the most perfect of all in 
rhetoric,”10 though elsewhere the philosopher takes him to task 
for artifice in delivering orations that seem to have been written 
out in advance.1i In his comedy The Demes (performed in 412 
B.c.), the playwright Eupolis gives a rather breathless description 
of Perikles’s gifts: 


Speaker 1: That man was the most powerful speaker 


of all. 
Whenever he came forward, like a great sprinter 
Coming from ten feet behind, he bested his rivals. 


Speaker 2: You say he was fast ... But, in addition to 
his speed, 
Persuasion somehow or other sat on his lips, 
So entrancing was he. He alone of the politicians 
customarily left his sting in his hearers. 
Eupolis, Demes, PCG V 10212 


That sting would need to remain in effect if Perikles was to 
persuade his fellow Athenians to join his vision for a newly 
resplendent Acropolis. To judge by his stunning success, it did. 


BY THE MIDDLE Of the fifth century, the Acropolis had stood in semi- 
ruins for thirty years. The platform on which the Older Parthenon 
was to have been built lay broken, its marble blocks still 
fractured from Persian fire. The roof of the Old Athena Temple 
had collapsed, but despite the utter destruction of the interior its 
battered facades and apparently a good bit of its westernmost 
room still stood (this page).13 Cleanup on the Acropolis had 
already begun under Themistokles in the 470s, when usable 
blocks were salvaged for hasty construction of the city’s new 
defensive walls. But much of the Sacred Rock remained a sad, 
wounded, and dark memorial to Persian atrocities. There could 
have been no more galvanizing reminder of this sacrilege. 

This is why the famous oath said to have been sworn by the 
Greeks just before the Battle of Plataia in 479 included this line: 
“T will not rebuild a single one of the shrines that the barbarians 
have destroyed but will allow them to remain for future 
generations as a memorial of the barbarians’ impiety.”14 Though 
the authenticity of this oath has been questioned, its citation in 
both the literary and the epigraphic records suggests that it was 
real.is So, too, does archaeological evidence, which shows no 
major building initiatives on the Acropolis between 480 and 447 
B.c. But, as Manolis Korres has stressed, this pledge was probably 


motivated as much by a need to restore Athenian solvency as by 
the totemic power of the ruins.ic Rebuilding could not take place 
until Athens was on a stable financial footing, and this would 
take time. 

Fighting with the Persians, in fact, continued after the Athenian 
victory at Plataia, as the Greek allies attempted to dislodge the 
enemy from lands it had taken across the Aegean Islands, Thrace, 
Asia Minor, Anatolia, and Cyprus. A confederation of Greek states 
was created in 478 for joint defense against the Persians, at first 
consisting largely of islanders but in time growing to include 150 
to 170 member states. The island of Delos in the very center of 
the Aegean made the perfect base for the organization that 
historians have labeled the Delian League but in antiquity was 
simply called “the Greeks and their allies.” Member states 
contributed ships, timber, grain, and troops to the war effort. 
Finally, in 449 B.c., the Athenian ambassador Kallias negotiated a 
peace with the Persians, ensuring freedom for the Greek cities of 
Asia Minor and prohibiting Persian satrapies (even Persian ships) 
anywhere in the Aegean.i7 This marked a watershed not only for 
the Greek confederation generally but for the Athenians in 
particular, who were now launched on a new course toward 
empire. 

Perikles lost no time in turning to a long-deferred goal: the 
rebuilding of the Acropolis (below). With peace at hand, the 
unspent balance in the league’s treasury was no longer needed to 
fund the war. Perikles transferred five thousand talents into 
“Athena’s account,” which would now serve as a blank check for 
his vision. A monumental double gateway, the Propylaia, would 
replace the former entrance at the west; the shrine of Athena 
Nike, just beside it, would be wholly reconfigured with a new 
marble temple surrounded by a sculptured parapet. The 
unfinished Older Parthenon at the south of the plateau and what 
remained of the Old Athena Temple at the north would be 
renewed with the building of the Parthenon and the Erechtheion. 
Every structure would be made from bright white Pentelic marble 
and enhanced with a dazzling profusion of carved decoration. It 
would cost a fortune. 

Plutarch tells us that the extravagance of Perikles’s plan 
brought loud resistance in the citizen assembly, where critics 
accused him of squandering state funds.1s Thucydides (not the 


historian but a man of the same name who was the political 
successor to Kimon) was one of those who railed most fiercely 
against Perikles. But the leader deftly parried all accusations, 
offering to cover the expenses himself, provided he be allowed to 
inscribe “Perikles built it” upon the sacred structures.i9 In the 
end, the citizen assembly acquiesced fully to their leader and his 
ambitious plans, allocating vast sums year after year to move the 
project forward. And move forward it did, creating the biggest, 
most technically astonishing, ornately decorated, and 
aesthetically compelling temple ever known (above). 


Reconstruction drawing of the Athenian Acropolis, classical through Hellenistic 
periods, by M. Korres. (illustration credit ill.26) 


Parthenon from northwest, 1987. (illustration credit ill.27) 


First and foremost, this supremely deisidaimoniacal people 
wanted to honor Athena in the most spectacular way they could, 
thanking her for victory over the Persians. Since more is more 
when it comes to prayer, the Parthenon had to be excessive in its 
splendor. By now, an entire generation of Athenians had grown 
up never having known a grand and glorious Acropolis. And so, 
too, perhaps, the “Persian War teenagers” wanted to leave their 
own children something more than a citadel in ruins, a barren 
ground zero that fossilized the bitter memories of defeat. It was 
time to forge a new narrative for the city, one of Athenian 
triumph and supremacy, a visual tribute to its miraculous rise 
from the ashes. Athens possessed all the necessary ingredients to 
achieve this: a strong leader, the collective will of the people, an 
abundance of talented artists and artisans, access to quality 
marble, an exquisitely evolved aesthetic sensibility, optimism, 
manpower, and money, lots of it. 

The Parthenon would be, among other things, a new home for 
the treasury of the allied Greek states, Perikles having shrewdly 
maneuvered the relocation of the funds from Delos to Athens in 
454/453 B.c. The previous year, when the Greek fleet had suffered 
a serious defeat by the Persians in the waters off Egypt, Perikles 
used the setback as his pretext for moving the treasure to Athens, 
allegedly for safekeeping. With that, the confederation was 


suddenly transformed into what we call the Athenian League. 
From the 460s on, more and more states contributed money 
rather than ships to the common pool of resources and it now fell 
to the Athenians alone to administer these funds. By 454, when 
Perikles effected the fund transfer, the balance stood at an 
extraordinary sum of 8,000 talents.20 The allies would still have 
to collectively donate a total of 600 talents to Athens in annual 
tribute (roughly 17 tons of silver, worth something like $360 
million in present value, though this is terribly difficult to 
figure).21 A sixtieth of this tribute was reserved for the goddess 
Athena herself and placed in a special account controlled, of 
course, by the Athenian state. We know that by 431 B.C., some 
6,000 talents (170 tons of coined silver) were housed on the 
Acropolis, much of this within the Parthenon itself. The gold and 
ivory statue of Athena in fact served as a kind of vault (insert this 
page, bottom). Its robes were plated with 40 to 44 talents of solid 
gold, weighing twenty-three hundred to twenty-five hundred 
pounds. Piety permitted that the city could use this raiment as a 
line of credit, removing sections of the gold as needed, provided 
the debt was eventually repaid.22 Thus, a staggering treasure 
came under Athenian control. It permitted the polis to build a 
peerless navy for defense of the Athenian League but also to 
advance Athenian self-interest, expanding its international trade 
and beautifying the Acropolis beyond all imagining. There were 
also those lavish benefits to individual citizens. In this process, 
Athenian hegemony over the confederation’s members evolved 
into the Athenian Empire, reducing the other Greek members to 
subject peoples.23 

The Parthenon, a potent symbol of the growing wealth and 
power of this empire, attested to Athenian supremacy, feeding the 
city’s eternal appetite for competition with other states and 
nations. It was also, more literally, the place where the profits of 
lording it over foreign Greeks, the riches of allied tribute, were 
held. Inscribed inventories confirm a burgeoning treasure.24 
Dedications wrought from gold, silver, and bronze, and fashioned 
from ivory, packed the Parthenon’s interior: weapons, vessels, 
lamps, shields, furniture, boxes, baskets, jewelry, musical 
instruments, statues, and other gifts for the goddess.25 These 
filled the eastern cella (called the hekatompedon in the inventory 
lists) as well as the westernmost room (referred to as the 


parthenon). Built at a moment when civic religion, self-regard, 
and imperial ambitions began to overtake Athenian thinking, the 
Parthenon, even in all its luxurious grandeur, was looked upon 
with sincerity and awe as the epicenter of the city’s most 
venerable ideals and virtues. 

Perikles’s master plan for the Acropolis had yet another 
motivation: long-term employment for hundreds, if not 
thousands, of laborers. More than a hundred thousand tons of 
marble needed to be quarried for the rebuilding of the Acropolis; 
seventy thousand blocks had to be cut and transported to the 
Sacred Rock, hauled to the top, where they would be finished by 
stonemasons, and set in place.26 Roads had to be built up the 
slopes of Mount Pentelikon for access to new quarries, as well as 
to Athens itself, some 16 kilometers (10 miles) to the southwest. 
Manolis Korres has reconstructed the process of quarrying, 
cutting, and transporting the blocks (some weighing as much as 
thirteen to fourteen tons) to the city center.27 Riggers and 
teamsters loaded the freshly hewn stones at the quarry onto 
wheeled carts and sledges pulled by oxen and horses for the six- 
hour journey along a flagstone road. A new ramp, broadened to 
20 meters (66 feet) in width, was built up the west slope of the 
Acropolis for hauling materials to the top. There, a team of as 
many as two hundred craftsmen worked on the marble, up to fifty 
sculptors carved the figured decoration, and any number of 
additional men labored on construction crews and support 
teams. 28 

Thus, all citizens would share in the prosperity of the city. 
Plutarch expounds the litany of laborers employed in Perikles’s 
scheme: carpenters, modelers, metalworkers, stonemasons, dyers, 
gilders, ivory softeners, painters, embroiderers, and engravers, as 
well as the purveyors of all the materials needed and those who 
transported materials, including sailors, helmsmen, wagon 
makers, keepers of oxen, and muleteers. In addition, rope makers, 
linen weavers, leather workers, road builders, and quarrymen 
were needed, plus a host of unskilled laborers to support all the 
others. “The requirements of these projects,” Plutarch observes, 
“divided and distributed surplus money to pretty well every age- 
group and type of person.”29 The citizenry of Athens would be 
employed not only for the sixteen-year period of the Parthenon’s 
construction and adornment (447-432 B.c.) but also for the time it 


took to build the Propylaia (437-432), the Erechtheion (421- 
405), and the temple of Athena Nike (427-409). Indeed, full 
employment, thanks to Perikles’s vision, lasted well past his 
death, into the last decade of the fifth century. 

Inscribed accounts listing payments to these workers, as well as 
expenditures for construction materials, suggest that the total cost 
of the Parthenon was around 469 silver talents (something like 
$281 million today).30 This was paid, in part, with revenues from 
the silver mines at Laureion but largely from Athena’s own 
coffers, those fed by allied tribute. A financial committee of six 
Athenians and a scribe was elected annually to administer the 
payment of a vast array of expenses for the construction of the 
temple. 

The accounts also tell us that construction of the Parthenon 
began in 447/446 B.c., that its gold and ivory statue of Athena 
was dedicated at the Great Panathenaia of 438, and that work 
was completed in 433/432, when the larger-than-life-size figures 
were finally set within the pediments.31 It seems that, like so 
many construction projects before and since, the building wasn’t 
quite finished in time for its scheduled dedication. Nonetheless, 
the superstructure was up, the roof was on, and sculptured 
figures could easily be placed in the pediments five years later. 
The exquisite quality of the carving of these figures confirms that 
the extra time was well spent (this page). And it is nevertheless 
astonishing that the superstructure alone was fully standing in 
just nine years. Athenian naval technology no doubt contributed 
to the speed with which the building went up.32 Knowledge of 
lines, winches, blocks, and pulleys for the hoisting of sails and 
lifting of cargo was easily transferred to hauling and lifting 
marble column drums and cornice blocks.33 

A decision had been made at the outset to build the Parthenon 
entirely of high-quality, fine-grained white marble from the city’s 
own Mount Pentelikon. Thus, from top to bottom, from roof tiles 
to all three steps (krepidoma) of the platform on which the temple 
sits, to every last carved decoration, this thoroughly Athenian 
monument is made entirely of Athenian material. A hundred 
thousand tons of Pentelic marble were carried up the Acropolis, 
re-creating a veritable “mountain of marble.” The Parthenon 
would be as solid, enduring, and dazzling as Mount Pentelikon 
itself. 


Ancient sources name Iktinos as the designer/architect of the 
temple, and Kallikrates as a sort of general contractor.34 Writing 
some four centuries after the completion of the Parthenon, 
Vitruvius names Karpion as a co-author, with Iktinos, of a 
technical manual on its engineering, suggesting a key role for 
him, though he is unattested elsewhere.35 Mnesikles is named as 
the architect of the Propylaia, begun in the same year as the 
Parthenon. But of all the names that come down to us from the 
cohort of geniuses who conceived and executed the Periklean 
building program, it is that of Pheidias, friend of Perikles, that 
figures most centrally as the general overseer of the Parthenon 
project.36 

Pheidias seems to have started his career as a painter (like his 
brother Paionios) but soon focused on sculpture, winning some of 
the most coveted commissions of his day. A recognized talent 
already during Kimon’s years of leadership, Pheidias had been 
selected to create a bronze statue group at Delphi 
commemorating the Athenian victory at Marathon. Funded by a 
tithe of the Persian spoils, this monument featured Kimon’s own 
father, Miltiades, hero of the battle, flanked by statues of Athena 
and Apollo. These were joined by images of the legendary 
Athenian kings Erechtheus, Kekrops, Pandion, Theseus, and 
Theseus’s son Akamas, indeed by all the heroes who gave their 
names to the ten tribes as reorganized by Kleisthenes.37 Thus, the 
young Pheidias had early practice in carving the likeness of 
Erechtheus, experience that would serve him well in planning the 
Parthenon frieze. It was also under Kimon that Pheidias created a 
gold and ivory statue of Athena for her temple at Pellene in 
Achaia, a work that prefigured his chryselephantine statue of the 
Athena Parthenos. Pheidias’s most conspicuous commission was, 
of course, the Bronze Athena that stood some 40 meters (130 
feet) tall on the Athenian Acropolis, an image created in the 470s 
and financed from the Persian spoils at Salamis. The statue (this 
page) looked straight out the Propylaia toward Salamis, while the 
crest of its helmet is said to have been visible all the way from 
Sounion.3s But Pheidias’s most famous creation of all was the 
colossal gold and ivory statue of Zeus he made for the temple at 
Olympia, an image that would become one of the Seven Wonders 
of the Ancient World. 

By the time Pheidias unveiled the Athena Parthenos statue in 


438 B.C., he stood accused in a high-profile lawsuit of embezzling 
gold intended for the cult image. This was part of a wave of legal 
actions that erupted at this time, owing to the diffusion of power 
within the radical democracy. Before long, Perikles’s beloved 
Milesian mistress, Aspasia, was charged with impiety. Athenaeus, 
quoting Antisthenes (a pupil of Sokrates), tells us how Perikles 
wept bitterly while pleading her case before the court.39 And 
soon, new legislation was passed making it a crime to “teach 
about the heavens,” directly targeting Perikles’s teacher 
Anaxagoras. Perikles himself had been accused of bribery and 
embezzlement, and it was when these charges failed to bring him 
down that his enemies resorted to assailing his inner circle. 
Plutarch tells us that Pheidias eventually cleared his name by 
asking that the gold from the goddess’s statue be removed and 
weighed, thus proving that none was missing. But the accusers 
persisted, charging him with impiety for sneaking his own 
likeness and that of Perikles into the composition of the 
Amazonomachy shown on Athena’s shield, the friends allegedly 
resembling two Greek warriors portrayed there.40 Convicted and 
exiled from Athens, the greatest sculptor of the Periklean age and 
chief overseer of the Parthenon project would die in jail. 


IN PLANNING the new temple of Athena, Pheidias and his team of 
architects had looked back to the Older Parthenon, a building 
begun around 488 but destroyed by the Persians before it could 
be finished.41 Its giant foundation, rising some 11 meters (36 
feet)from the bedrock on the south side, would be used to support 
the new structure. Since its uppermost courses were damaged by 
fire, the great three-stepped platform would be entirely encased 
within newly hewn marble blocks. Some economies were 
observed, such as the use of blocks that had been cut for the 
Older Parthenon but were still lying in the quarries of Mount 
Pentelikon or atop the Acropolis itself. It has been suggested that 
one-quarter of the total construction cost of the Parthenon was 
saved by the reuse of blocks prepared for the earlier structure. 42 
The height of the steps of the Parthenon’s krepidoma, including 
the top step (stylobate), the steps leading into the cella, and the 
diameter of the peristyle columns, was kept identical to that of 
the Older Parthenon, making the salvage possible.43 


Still, there were many changes in plan. The footprint of the 
new Parthenon was extended to the north (following page), 
making it much wider but somewhat shorter than its predecessor 
at 30.80 by 69.51 meters (101 by 228 feet). To accommodate the 
extra width, two columns were added to the facades, making for 
a peristyle of eight columns rather than six at front and back and 
seventeen down the sides.44 The new proportions allowed for a 
more capacious interior of the cella, no doubt in anticipation of 
Pheidias’s monumental statue of Athena.4s The Parthenon’s 
peristyle thus comprises forty-six columns in all, with the spaces 
between the columns at front and back screened by metal grilles 
and gates to secure the treasure held within. A second row of six 
columns was added behind the peristyle on the facades, creating 
a prostyle arrangement reminiscent of the great sixth-century 
Ionic temples of East Greece, the massive dipteral shrines at 
Samos, Ephesos, and Didyma.46 This innovation is contrary to 
Doric conventions that call for a single colonnade wrapping 
around the cella. Indeed, the Parthenon integrates many Ionic 
features into an overall Doric program: not just the double row of 
columns at front and back, but also the bead and reel moldings 
on the Doric frieze crown, the continuous Ionic frieze set high 
within the colonnade, and four Ionic bases (possibly supporting 
proto-Corinthian columns) that stood in the temple’s westernmost 
room (this page).47 

Widening the platform 5 meters (16 feet) to the north had 
another consequence: the footprint overlapped a preexisting 
shrine. Out of respect for the continuity of this holy place, the 
spot was marked by a small temple structure (naiskos) built 
exactly above it, within the Parthenon’s north colonnade (below 
and facing page). Manolis Korres has identified evidence for this 
naiskos set between the seventh and the eighth columns (from the 
east end) of the colonnade as well as a circular altar that sat to 
the east of the structure, between the fifth and the sixth columns 
(from the peristyle’s east end).4s The altar indicates that ritual 
observance was continued at this new incarnation of the earlier 
shrine. Fascinatingly, the naiskos is aligned on the same axis as 
the Older Parthenon, rather than along the slightly shifted one of 
the new Parthenon. We will return to the puzzle of this naiskos in 
chapter 6, but for now let us recognize the care the builders took 
to preserve the continuity of this especially sacred spot. 
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Plan of Parthenon, with Older Parthenon (dashed line) beneath; naiskos and 
altar in north peristyle, by M. Korres. (illustration credit ill.28) 
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Reconstruction drawing of the Parthenon’s north peristyle with naiskos and 
altar, by M. Korres. (illustration credit ill.29) 


Another point of reference for the new temple was the 
sanctuary of Zeus at Olympia. Finished in 456 B.c., the temple was 
now the largest in Greece.49 Naturally, the architects at Athens 
viewed the Olympian shrine with an eye to surpassing it. The 
Parthenon’s exterior columns are, in fact, exactly the same height 
as those of the Zeus temple: 10.43 meters (34.21 feet). But the 
Parthenon’s extra width (eight columns across the facade to 
Olympia’s six) and the use of marble rather than soft limestone 
make the building incomparably more magnificent. 

The new Parthenon maintained the same basic plan as its 
predecessor: a great room at the front on its eastern end and a 
completely separate, smaller room at the west, or back of the 
building (this page). Inscribed inventories dated 434/433 B.C. 
refer to this easternmost room as the hekatompedon, or “hundred- 
footer,” just as we have seen for the temple that might have stood 
on this spot during the sixth century, that which held the 
Bluebeard pediment.so Two windows pierced the eastern wall of 
the cella on either side of the doorway, allowing extra light to 
flood in upon Pheidias’s gold and ivory Athena. A recessed 
section of floor paving in front of the statue’s base might have 
accommodated a shallow pool of water. This would have 
facilitated humidification of the ivory components (susceptible to 
cracking if too dry) and would have reflected morning light from 
the east windows to better illuminate Athena’s image. The eastern 
cella featured an elegant means for supporting the roof: a two- 
tiered colonnade satisfied the canons of Doric proportion (which 
didn’t allow for tall, slender columns) and, at the same time, 
created a transparent, screen-like arrangement that wrapped 
around the sides and back of Athena’s statue (insert this page, 
bottom). This increased the apparent size of the cult image and 
greatly enhanced the mystery of the space.s1 

In contrast, the western room of the Parthenon was much 
smaller, measuring 13.37 by 19.17 meters (43.86 by 62.89 feet), 
with its greater dimension being north to south. Fifth-century 
inventories refer to this chamber as the parthenon, a word 
meaning “of the maidens,” the sense of which we shall discover 
in due course.52 Its roof was supported by four slender columns. 
The outlines of their bases suggest not Doric but the canonical 
Attic Ionic profile (toros-scotia-toros). This change of order was 
necessary since the ceiling of this chamber was higher than that 


of the peristyle; the use of stouter Doric columns would have 
made them impossibly large and there was no need for a two- 
tiered colonnade arrangement here, as we saw in the eastern 
cella. And so, yet another innovative solution was devised: Ionic 
columns (with more slender proportions) were introduced. Poul 
Pedersen goes even a step further and suggests that these columns 
featured capitals that foreshadowed the Corinthian order, a point 
to which we will later return (this page).53 

Perhaps in nothing did the Parthenon’s architects and engineers 
outdo themselves so much as in the advanced use of optical 
refinements, which they raised to a high art. Builders had for 
some years been exploring remedies for apparent distortions 
experienced when viewing large temples from a distance. An 
allusion of sagging is seen at the centers of the long horizontal 
lines of the stylobate, as well as the lower two steps beneath it 
(stereobate), and in the cornice (architrave or entablature) up 
above. An extraordinary correction was found to remedy this 
illusion by making all horizontal surfaces bow upward at 
center.54 Thus, on all four sides of the Parthenon we see upwardly 
curving surfaces and lines. For example, the steps on the flanks of 
the platform arch up 6.75 centimeters (2.66 inches) higher at 
their centers than at their ends (previous page). So, too, do the 
horizontal lines of the architrave bow up in the middle. A 
breathtaking level of technical sophistication went into the 
execution of these adjustments to exacting tolerances. Ingenious 
combinations of reverse asymmetry can be detected, along with 
slight diminutions in curvature, all painstakingly worked out to 
achieve subtle, and enormously pleasing, visual effects. 


Curvature of krepidoma, north steps of Parthenon. (illustration credit ill.30) 


It has long been noted that there are few, if any, straight lines 
in the Parthenon. First, the very platform on which it sits tilts up, 
from a low of 3 centimeters (1.2 inches) at the east end to a high 
of 5 centimeters (1.9 inches) at the west.s5 This makes for an 
imposing visual impression as one enters the Acropolis through 
the Propylaia: the giant west facade of the Parthenon tilts high 
and looms large (this page). In addition, the side walls of the 
Parthenon lean slightly inward, as do each of the forty-six 
columns of the peristyle. Indeed, if the axes of the flanking 
columns were extended into the sky, they would meet 2.5 
kilometers (1.5 miles) above the platform on which they stand.56 
When we look at the entablature and its Doric frieze, we see that 
the metopes tilt slightly outward while the triglyphs slant in. And 
so, from top to bottom, the Parthenon tips, slants, recedes, 
inclines, and bows, all the while transmitting an overwhelming 
sense of harmony and balance. 

The Parthenon’s colonnade epitomizes the post-and-lintel 
system of load bearing in classical architecture. Yet here, too, 


subtle adjustments trick the eye to compelling effect, to create a 
reassuring sense of order and solidity while still appearing 
fascinatingly delicate. The columns taper upward, so they are 
wider at the base than at the top. At the same time, they swell 
outward at their midpoint, a phenomenon known as entasis, 
which gives the appearance of a flexed muscle, as if bulging as it 
bears the weight. The columns at the very corners of the temple 
are slightly thicker than the others, creating the impression of 
extra solidity here on the flanks. Similarly, the final two columns 
on either end of the façades are not as far apart as other adjacent 
columns. This device, known as corner contraction, allows the 
second-from-the-end columns to sit directly below triglyphs. 
Thus, the corner triglyphs are not centered above the corner 
columns but rest at the corners of the entablature. The logic of 
this was considered far more satisfying than centered corner 
triglyphs with impossible partial metopes at the corners. 

All these calculated differences and variations are governed by 
a complex system based on a ratio of 4:9, pulling the building (in 
both plan and elevation) into a unified whole.s7 The precision 
with which the ratio is observed among the individual 
proportions of the Parthenon is nothing short of astonishing: it 
governs the height of the columns and entablature to the width of 
the stylobate; the minimal column diameter to the axial distance 
between them; the width of the stylobate to its length. The result 
is a kind of buoyancy, a sublime integration of disparate members 
that is organic, almost alive as the Parthenon seems to breathe 
and flex supporting its Pentelic load. The American Beaux Arts 
architect Ernest Flagg likened the effect of these ratios to that of 
aural harmony: “The hearer may be entirely ignorant of the 
methods used, yet charmed by the results. So, too, the observer of 
harmonious dimensions may be ignorant of their very existence, 
yet captivated by them.”ss 

This visual perfection could not have been achieved without a 
highly evolved and supremely disciplined technical competency. 
The fluting of the columns, the carving of the sculptures, the 
smoothing of surfaces to be joined, indeed every block on the 
Parthenon was finished on-site. Stone sanding plates enabled 
artisans to finish surfaces to an accuracy of one-twentieth of a 
millimeter, so that individual blocks might rest seamlessly against 
each other. But the passage of time itself has accentuated the 


uncanny impression of perfect wholeness. One of the most 
fascinating discoveries made by Korres is that after centuries of 
constant pressure exerted by the blocks upon one another, 
granules of marble have fused from one slab into the next, 
creating a solid mass of stone. Korres calls this erpismos, or 
“snaking,” within the crystalline structure of the marble, the 
arrangement of individual granules deformed into an undulating 
path.so He was able to observe this phenomenon following an 
earthquake in 1981 when blocks in the Parthenon’s krepidoma 
separated enough that he could peer into the core of the platform. 
What Korres saw was astonishing: discrete blocks seamlessly 
fused together. This makes the metaphor of the Parthenon as a 
reconstituted Mount Pentelikon all the more powerful. 


OF ALL THE INNOVATIONS introduced by the Parthenon, however, it is 
the extraordinary abundance of sculptural decoration that is most 
overwhelming. Nothing like it had been attempted before: two 
giant and lavishly adorned pediments, each bursting with dozens 
of larger-than-life-size figures; a Doric frieze with an 
unprecedented ninety-two sculptured metopes wrapping around 
the entire exterior of the temple; and an astounding 160 meters 
(525 feet) of continuous sculptured frieze, set high on the cella 
wall within the peristyle. Visual pomposity was entirely of a piece 
with the aim of proving Athens supreme. But even more 
important, and just as we have seen on the great temples of the 
Archaic Acropolis, the Parthenon’s sculptural program is steeped 
in genealogical narratives that beckon ever backward across 
imagined aeons. In an age without scriptures or media, this great 
billboard of the polis held up a constant reminder of just who the 
Athenians were and where they came from. It is precisely this 
projection of vast strata of time through monumental sculptures 
that made Athenian visual art so compelling to the Athenian 
mind. We cannot remotely understand the temple’s ultimate 
significance, beyond its status as an exercise in formal perfection, 
without understanding the stories that these sculptures tell. 

The Parthenon’s east pediment gives us the very beginnings of 
Athenian genealogical history: the birth of Athena set in Hesiod’s 
Golden Age. Its companion pediment at the west presents the 
birth of Athens itself, that is, the primeval contest between 


Athena and Poseidon for divine patronage of the city. This event 
is set during the reign of King Kekrops in the first Bronze Age. 
Just beneath Athena’s birth scene we find in the east metopes the 
cosmic battle of the gods and the Giants. Of course, as the 
primary facade, or “front,” of the Parthenon, this east end 
appropriately shows a profusion of divinities, both in the 
pediment and on the metopes. On the south and west flanks we 
find metopes that tell stories drawn from a slightly later era, the 
second Bronze Age, when the greatest of Athenian heroes, 
Theseus, battled the Amazons (west metopes) and the monstrous 
Centaurs (south metopes). Finally, the most consequential 
“boundary event” of the late Bronze Age—the Trojan War—is 
narrated across the north metopes. This saga was for the Greeks 
the ultimate marker between mythical and truly historic times. 

When Pausanias visited the Parthenon six hundred years after 
it was built, he admired the sculptures filling the pediments as 
well as Pheidias’s magisterial image of Athena housed within but 
made no mention of the metopes, the first of the figured 
decoration to be completed on the temple. Never before had this 
element—roughly square panels, which on the Doric friezes 
alternate with blocks marked with three vertical bars, called 
triglyphs—been carved with figured reliefs all around an entire 
temple. To do this on the Parthenon (the largest of all Doric 
temples) meant fourteen figured panels on the east and west and 
thirty-two on the north and south. Perhaps surprisingly on a 
building of such exacting standards, these sculptures show an 
extraordinary range in style and execution, likely reflecting 
numbers of artists and apprentices on the job. Older sculptors, 
trained in the so-called Severe style of the 470s—450s B.c., might 
have looked back to the example of sculptured decoration on 
Zeus’s temple at Olympia. But younger sculptors, inclined to look 
forward, experimented with innovative forms and compositions 
to create what has been called the high classical style. And so, 
among the Parthenon metopes, the sublimity of certain figures 
contrasts markedly with the awkwardness of others. This is 
especially true of the south metopes, depicting the battle of the 
Lapiths and the Centaurs; the variation in approach and 
competency is conspicuous (this page-this page). 

Manolis Korres’s reconstruction of the northeast corner of the 
Parthenon brings to life the seamless integration of sculptures 


within the architectural frame (following page). A winged Nike 
alights on the rooftop, signaling the Parthenon’s role as victory 
monument, an identity to which we shall return. One can only 
imagine the effect of Nikai akroteria “hovering” above each of the 
four corners, bringing airborne dynamism to the pulsing 
earthbound frame. (Meanwhile, the peaks of the gables were 
surmounted by floral akroteria showing akanthos leaves. See 
insert this page, bottom.) Just below the Nike figure, rainwater 
would have gushed from the lion’s-head spouts that drained the 
gutters, lending further movement and energy.co Spilling out 
from the narrowed corner of the pediment’s frame, four 
vigorously modeled horse heads, nostrils flaring and mouths 
agape, are shown pulling against the bit. The horses draw the 
chariot of the setting Moon (Selene) as she sinks into the sea. And 
just beneath, we see a metope showing the Sun (Helios) driving 
his quadriga in the opposite direction, up from the watery depths. 
At lower right, two small fish jump among the waves, and at left 
a small duck skims the water. Bright painted colors and bronze 
attachments would have further animated the figures populating 
this densely imagined universe. Metal wings would have spread 
from Helios’s team, while a bronze harness yoked them to the 
chariot. Helios himself would have been crowned with a bronze 
sunburst, while a solar disk might have hung in the space 
above.61 

The god’s arrival signals the dawn of the day on which the 
cosmic battle of the Gigantomachy was fought. Gods and Giants 
can be seen raging on the thirteen other picture panels across this 
facade, but the condition of these east metopes is so poor that 
only the barest outline of figures can be made out. Nonetheless, 
we can distinguish Hermes, Dionysos, Ares, Athena, Eros, Zeus, 
Poseidon, and other Olympians taking on the deadly Giants in a 
contest already celebrated on the Old Athena Temple at the end 
of the sixth century (this page). 


Reconstruction drawing of northeast cornice of Parthenon with Nike 
akroterion, horses from Selene’s chariot in pediment, and Helios metope, by M. 
Korres. (illustration credit ill.31) 


Meanwhile, the south metopes present a conflict from a later 
moment of the mythical past, the second Bronze Age, in which 
the Athenian hero Theseus helps his friend Peirithods (king of the 
Lapiths) in subduing the monstrous Centaurs. A fight breaks out 
at the king’s wedding feast when the Lapiths’ neighbors, half 
man/half horse, get wildly drunk (inexperienced imbibers as they 
are) and attack the bride and bridesmaids as well as the Lapith 
men, who try to defend the ladies’ honor. This boundary event 
was very popular in Greek architectural sculpture, prominently 
featured (two decades earlier) on the west pediment of the Zeus 
temple at Olympia. The Centauromachy serves as a rousing 
metaphor for the triumph of civilization over barbarism, of order 
over chaos, just as the Gigantomachy and Titanomachy of earlier 


ages do.s2 On the Parthenon metopes, the Greeks are shown 
wielding swords and daggers (accentuated by metal attachments) 
as they battle the savage Centaurs, who fight back with water jars 
and barbecue spits, indeed, with their bare hands and hooves. 
Vibrant paint and a full array of bronze attachments (helmets, 
crowns, and weapons) lent flash and definition to the carvings. 

For much of this understanding, we are indebted to Charles 
Francois Olier, the Marquis de Nointel (French ambassador to the 
Ottoman court from 1670 to 1679), and his team of artists who 
drew these metopes, and the rest of the Parthenon sculptures, 
during their visit to the Acropolis in 1674. Just eleven years later, 
Venetian cannon fire would blow the temple apart, destroying 
much of what the marquis had seen. The careful crayon drawings 
that remain, sketched looking up from ground level, are regularly 
attributed to a single member of the team, the Flemish artist 
Jacques Carrey. In fact, we do not know the exact identity of this 
hand, and many scholars prefer to call him the Nointel Artist or 
“TP Anonyme de Nointel.”63 

When the seventeenth-century drawings are integrated with 
photographs of the surviving south metopes (all in the British 
Museum except one left behind by Elgin at the southwest corner 
of the Parthenon), a full range of forms and subject matter 
becomes apparent (following pages).c4 The compositions of the 
easternmost of the south metopes (29-32) reveal the telltale 
awkwardness in the rendering of figures in relation to one 
another. Greek warriors look staged, their stiff poses lacking 
harmony and grace: hopping on one foot, facing the viewer while 
harmlessly pinching a Centaur’s chest, pulling at a Centaur’s ear 
(?). The Centaurs are equally clumsy: grabbing an unwieldy 
Lapith woman in awkward abduction, and reduced to hair pulling 
and throat grabbing in fighting the Lapith men. But when we turn 
to the adjacent metopes (27-28), we see a whole different level of 
sophistication and competency in the harmonious integration of 
elegant figures into the compositional whole. Even the Centaurs 
look noble. This disparity in style and execution has led some to 
believe that the “old-fashioned” metopes had been carved for an 
earlier building altogether and simply reused here. Rhys 
Carpenter maintained that those “behind the times” panels were 
carved for a Kimonian Parthenon, planned and prepared in the 
460s but never realized (hence the similarity to decorations at the 


temple of Zeus at Olympia).os He and others have pointed to the 
fact that more than half of the south metopes have had one or 
both end surfaces cropped to make the slabs about 5 centimeters 
(2 inches) narrower. Indeed, on four metopes the borders have 
been shaved so much as to snip the tails of two Centaurs, as well 
as Lapith drapery and other relief details. All this suggests that 
some of the south metopes had to be reduced in size to fit here. 


Battle of the Lapiths and Centaurs, south metopes, Parthenon. (illustration 
credit ill.32) 


And then there is the baffling question of the nine metopes in 
the very center of the south side (13-21, known only through the 
Nointel drawings) that lack Centaurs altogether (previous pages). 
These show women taking refuge at a cult statue, Helios driving 
his chariot (?), women with some item of furniture (a loom or 
bed?), dancing figures, and other images that seem strange within 
the context of the Centauromachy. Scholars have offered various 
speculative interpretations, some assigning these panels to the 
Lapith wedding feast preceding the drunken brawl, others 
arguing for wholly unrelated subject matter, such as the myth of 
Daidalos.66 

All this suggests a number of changes to the design and 
decoration of the Parthenon in the course of its construction. 
Manolis Korres has now established that the Ionic frieze within 
the Parthenon’s colonnade originally extended all the way around 
the front porch. He has reiterated Dörpfelds view that the 
original plan called for this inner frieze to be Doric (one of 


alternating triglyphs and metopes, just as we see on the exterior 
of the Parthenon).s7 The regulae and guttae (a band with 
truncated cone ornaments, which typically appear under 
triglyphs) visible just beneath the Parthenon frieze represent 
preparations already in place when, for whatever reason, a 
change was ordered calling for an Ionic frieze instead. This view 
has been challenged, but it remains clear that decisions were 
reversed and altered while the Parthenon was being built, 
perhaps reflecting democratic deliberation.cs Certainly the 
Parthenon is not the vision of a single genius, and there was 
lively discussion and debate in the citizen assembly, if only 
because every expense had to be approved. But the possibility of 
a decision to replace a planned Doric frieze with a continuous 
narrative band, one that would achieve such renown as to be 
eventually known simply as the Parthenon frieze, merits close 
attention. For as we shall see in the next chapters, it is this frieze 
—whose claim to being the greatest masterpiece in all of Greek 
art is so strong but whose meaning has remained so obscure— 
that articulates the most startling of all the Parthenon narratives. 
It is this frieze that is at the heart of the temple’s ultimate 
meaning. 


THE WEST METOPES (so badly damaged one can barely make them 
out) present yet another of Theseus’s exploits, the battle of the 
Greeks and the Amazons. This conflict was provoked by Theseus’s 
abduction of the Amazon queen, Antiope, whom he carried off 
from north-central Anatolia to Athens and married. Enraged, her 
tribe of warrior women stormed all the way from the southeast 
corner of the Black Sea to wage war with the Athenians. By some 
accounts, the Amazon siege of the Acropolis was launched from a 
camp they set up on the Areopagus Hill, just as the Persians will 
do in historical times. The west metopes show mounted Amazons 
furiously battling (and killing) Greeks.co But, once again, there 
emerges a tale of civilized Hellenes defeating exotic “others,” in 
this case, savage fighting women from the East, a thinly veiled 
reference to the Athenian triumph over the Persians. 

The north metopes present yet another parable of triumph over 
eastern exotics, in that greatest boundary event at the end of the 
Bronze Age: the Trojan War. Once again, we find Helios driving 


his chariot, here, appropriately in the easternmost panel, just 
around the corner from the Helios metope of the temple’s east 
façade, where the morning light would first strike the Parthenon. 
The north metopes have suffered greatly, but one can make out a 
sequence of events from the night Troy fell: the Moon’s chariot 
setting into the sea; men at the stern of a ship; Menelaos, who led 
the Spartans, drawing his sword as he approaches his unfaithful 
wife, Helen, who has taken refuge at the statue of Athena; 
Aphrodite (little Eros upon her shoulder) persuading Menelaos to 
spare his wife; Anchises, Aeneas, and Ascanios escaping from 
Troy; while Athena, Zeus, and other Olympians play their parts. 


WERE IT NOT FOR Pausanias’s telling us that the east pediment shows 
the birth of Athena, we would never have guessed it from the few 
surviving figures. Most of the pediment was dismantled long ago, 
some of it as early as the fifth century A.D., when the Parthenon 
was transformed into a church. This required the addition of an 
apse, which extended through the center of the east facade, 
interfering with the sculptured pediment and frieze (this page). 
The Nointel drawings show the gable’s condition in the 
seventeenth century with only its corner figures in situ (insert this 
page, left). These, of course, would later be taken by Elgin, except 
for a draped female figure (Hera?) and a male torso 
(Hephaistos?), which were later discovered among the Acropolis 
stones. 

Two powerful chariot groups frame the pediment as the rising 
Sun (Helios) drives his quadriga up from the waters at the south 
corner and the setting Moon (Selene) steers her horses into the 
sea at the north. These personifications effectively demarcate 
Athena’s birthday, setting it in the remote past of Hesiod’s Golden 
Age. The upper torso of Helios and the heads of his horses emerge 
from a tempestuous sea, whose choppy waves can be seen atop 
the plinth from which they arise. The imagery gives palpable 
form to the First Homeric Hymn to Athena, which describes the 
moment of her birth: “A fearsome tremor went through Great 
Olympos from the power of the Steely-eyed one [Athena], the 
earth resounded terribly round about, and the sea heaved in a 
confusion of swirling waves. But suddenly the main was held in 
check, and Hyperion’s splendid son [Helios] halted his swift- 


footed steeds for a long time, until the maiden, Pallas Athena, 
took off the godlike armor from her immortal shoulders, and wise 
Zeus rejoiced.”70 

The prominence of celestial bodies in the Parthenon sculptures 
is striking. We have already witnessed the arrival of Helios in the 
Gigantomachy metopes of the east facade, and we have noted 
both Helios and Selene in the metopes at the north, marking the 
day of the fall of Troy. Now, on the great east gable, we see the 
pair prominently featured, and we shall see them once again, on 
the base of Athena’s statue within the Parthenon’s cella (insert 
this page, bottom).71 These multiple appearances of Sun and 
Moon reinforce a cosmic awareness already expressed on the 
Archaic Acropolis: the unity of the celestial and the terrestrial, 
from which the city’s greatest mythological narratives were 
conceived. 

The very center of the pediment, where we should find the 
culminating moment of Athena’s birth, is forever lost (insert this 
page, left). We might imagine it showed something like what is 
described in the Homeric Hymn to Athena: “Of Pallas Athena, 
glorious goddess, first I sing, the steely-eyed, resourceful one with 
implacable heart, the reverend virgin, city-savior, doughty one, 
Tritogeneia, to whom wise Zeus himself gave birth out of his 
august head, in battle armor of shining gold: all the immortals 
watched in awe, as before Zeus the goat-rider she sprang quickly 
down from his immortal head with a brandish of her sharp 
javelin.”72 While the birth of Athena is represented in vase 
paintings of the sixth and fifth centuries, the east pediment of the 
Parthenon marks its first appearance in architectural sculpture. 
Based on images from vases, we might expect to find an 
enthroned Zeus beside Athena (as a full-grown adult in full 
armor) at the center of the composition, flanked by Hephaistos 
holding the ax that cracked Zeus’s throbbing head and induced 
the birth. Poseidon, Hermes, and Hera might be standing by, and 
certainly one or both of the twin goddesses of childbirth, the 
Eileithyiai, who are regularly shown assisting in the “labor.” 
Many reconstructions have been hypothesized across the years, 
but, truth be told, we simply cannot know how the central 
(missing) figures were arranged.73 

What does survive of the east pediment are four figures from 
the south side and three from the north, flanked at the corners by 


the chariots of the Sun and Moon (insert this page, left). The 
reclining male (just to the right of Helios’s horses) has been 
identified on the basis of the feline skin on which he sits as either 
Dionysos (if a panther) or Herakles (if a lion). Both god and hero 
are known in Greek art to assume the recumbent pose of a 
banqueter; indeed, both are often shown lifting a cup as this 
figure on the east pediment seems to do. Since he looks away 
from the central action and down in the direction of the Theater 
of Dionysos on the Acropolis’s south slope, most interpreters 
identify him as the god of theater, attending the birth of Athena 
but distracted by his own cult place below. 

Dionysos also turns his back on a pair of female goddesses, 
Demeter and Kore, who sit upon boxes that surely represent the 
kistai, containers holding the “sacred things” used in the 
Eleusinian Mysteries. Kore (figure E), at left, wraps her arm 
lovingly around her mother, Demeter (figure F). To their right, a 
goddess rushes toward the center of the action, her arms raised 
high (figure G). This is likely Hekate, goddess of the night, lifting 
her torches, which would make for a cohesive group of 
interrelated chthonic deities here at the southern corner. 

Turning to the north side of the pediment, we find a 
comparable group: three female figures, the standout being a 
spectacularly voluptuous woman (figure M) shown collapsing into 
the arms of a companion (figure L) who holds her from behind 
(following page and insert this page, left). The two figures are 
carved from a single piece of marble and rest together upon a low 
couch. It is no wonder that the sultry woman has been identified 
as that most erotic of female divinities, Aphrodite. Diaphanous 
drapery reveals the fullness of her body as “ribbons” of delicate 
fabric frame her swelling breasts and abdomen, with great swaths 
of cloth swirling about her legs. The goddess’s chiton slips to 
reveal her soft right shoulder, while the transparency of the fabric 
at her breasts allows the areolae to show through. 

Interpreters have long debated the identity of Aphrodite’s two 
companions. Most see her mother, Dione, in the woman (figure L) 
who supports her from behind, though others have suggested 
Artemis, Peitho (Persuasion), Themis (Justice), one of the 
goddesses of the seasons (Horai), or one of the Hesperides. The 
woman (figure K) who sits on a rock, just behind the pair, has 
been identified as Hestia (goddess of the hearth), Leto, 


Amphitrite, one of the goddesses of the seasons (Horae), or one of 
the Hesperides. This range of opinion makes plain that we really 
do not know who these women are.74 In any case, the possible 
contenders include characters hardly prominent within the ranks 
of the Olympians who might have witnessed the birth. 

It must be acknowledged that this composition is strange; never 
before had Aphrodite been shown in the lap of a woman, and no 
subsequent instance is known. The low bed on which the 
voluptuary collapses in so many ways evokes the birthing 
couches depicted in Cypriot stone sculpture and, closer to home, 
on Attic grave reliefs.75 The attendant who holds her from behind 
assumes the standard pose of midwife. Taken as a pair, the two 
women with Aphrodite could be seen as the Eileithyiai, the 
goddesses of childbirth (who are always present at the birth of 
Athena). One is known as “she who delays,” the other as “she 
who urges” the moment of birth. Indeed, they are suitably 
arranged to perform this function for the blooming, reclining one. 
And so we could propose (though purely speculatively) that 
“Aphrodite” is, actually, Metis, consort of Zeus and mother of 
Athena. Though she does not physically give birth to the goddess, 
she appears figuratively post labor. For the genealogical sense of 
the scene requires that she be present. After all, this goddess of 
cunning intelligence must pass on these faculties to her daughter, 
the goddess of wisdom.76 


East pediment, voluptuous female figure reclines on a low couch, attended by 
two women (figures K, L, and M). (illustration credit ill.33) 


The west facade of the Parthenon, and the twenty-five larger- 
than-life figures that fill its gable, would have been the first sight 
to confront worshippers emerging from the Acropolis gateway 
and entering the sacred space (insert this page, right). This first 
impression manifests on a grand scale the common genealogy of 
the Athenian people, that which made their supremacy possible. 
We see the primeval contest of Athena and Poseidon for 
patronage of the city as witnessed by the ancestral royal families 
of the Athenian Bronze Age. The gable suffered greatly in the 
Venetian cannon fire of 1687, and also from the Venetian 
commander General Morosini, who, the following year, 
attempted to pull down the images of Athena and Poseidon, only 
to shatter them upon the ground. More than a century later, Lord 
Elgin would pick up some of the pieces and carry them off. But 
other bits were left lying on the Acropolis, and so today the 
magisterial figures of Athena and Poseidon remain divided 
between the British Museum in London and the Acropolis 
Museum in Athens. 

One can hardly imagine a more fitting commemoration of 
Athena’s victory over Poseidon than the thrilling composition at 
the very center of the gable, where god and goddess meet in the 
heat of the contest.77 Thanks to the Nointel Artist, and derivative 
images from Greek vase paintings, we have a good idea of the 
original disposition of the figures in a dynamic V shape.7s The 
divine contestants have arrived on the Acropolis, Athena’s chariot 
driven by Nike (foretelling her victory) and Poseidon’s by a 
female figure who must be his wife, the Nereid Amphitrite.79 
Athena’s right arm is raised high as she hurls her spear into the 
Acropolis rock, whence springs her olive tree. Though no tree is 
preserved among the pedimental fragments, fourth-century vase 
painting, clearly inspired by this image, shows an olive sprouting 
between Athena and Poseidon.so The sea god, in turn, hurls his 
trident into the bedrock. Whether we are witnessing the sea 
spring bursting forth or the subsequent earthquake and deluge 
that the disgruntled Poseidon unleashed is difficult to know. 
What is clear is that this bombastic central composition could not 
have failed to seize the attention of anyone entering the 
Acropolis. 

Relics from the contest of Athena and Poseidon are not only 
described in literature but preserved in material remains on the 


Acropolis itself.si Apollodoros tells us that Athena planted her 
olive tree in the sanctuary of Pandrosos, which lay just beside the 
Erechtheion; Pausanias saw the tree growing near the north 
porch, where a modern incarnation of the olive grows today 
(below).s2 And he tells us that on the day following the Persian 
sack of the Acropolis, Athena’s tree sprouted a new branch four 
feet long, signaling that Athens would be reborn. Over the years, 
invading enemies attempted to cut the olive down, but a sprig 
was always saved for replanting, and the tree always grew back. 
Shoots from the original were carried out to the Academy and 
planted in the protected grove that remained ever sacred to 
Athena. Indeed, it was oil from these trees that filled the 
amphorae awarded victors at the Panathenaic Games. 

Poseidon’s gift of a sea spring was heard by Pausanias, roaring 
from its cistern beneath the Erechtheion, in a din of crashing 
waves that kicked up whenever a south wind blew. And with his 
own eyes the traveler saw three holes piercing the Acropolis rock, 
where Poseidon had hurled his mighty trident, a witness also 
borne by Strabo.s3 To this day, one can see a three-pronged 
indentation in the bedrock beneath the Erechtheion’s north 
porch, visible through an opening deliberately cut through the 
floor.s4 High in the ceiling, directly above, is an aperture cut 
through the coffer blocks giving direct access to the sky (above). 
Thus, the trajectory of Poseidon’s trident was left unbroken when 
the temple was built upon the very spot where the god’s spear 
pierced the earth, the trident marks and sea spring giving, as 
Pausanias tells it, “evidence in support of Poseidon’s claim upon 
the land.”s5 


Erechtheion, from west, showing olive tree of Athena replanted by the 
American School of Classical Studies at Athens in 1952. © Robert A. McCabe, 
1954-55. (illustration credit ill.34) 


Aperture in ceiling of north porch, Erechtheion, Athenian Acropolis. 
(illustration credit ill.35) 


Returning to the west pediment (insert this page, right), we 
find the messenger gods Hermes (behind Athena) and Iris (behind 
Poseidon) rushing to bring word of the outcome of the contest. 
Iris, the rainbow goddess of sea and air, would have hovered 
slightly, her feet just off the ground, her diaphanous dress 
windswept to reveal the swelling form of her lovely body. She is 
the very essence of the ephemeral rainbow, a cosmic 
phenomenon that witnessed the very beginnings of Athens. 

Similarly, watery depths are conjured, just as on the Archaic 
Acropolis, by a plethora of marine serpents and slithering snakes. 
In the Nointel drawing, a male torso, probably that of a Triton, 
can be made out rising from the pediment floor to support the 
outermost of Athena’s horses. And beneath Poseidon’s chariot, we 
find a similar Triton buoying up a yoked horse, his finned and 
snaky tail curling up from the watery depths. We see, too, a 
wonderful-looking ketos—a vicious sea beast with porcine snout 
and huge, deadly teeth—skimming the water’s surface while 


supporting the left foot of Amphitrite as she drives the chariot. 
Together with the snake lurking by Kekrops’s leg (this page), and 
that which probably circled Athena’s olive tree, these creatures 
manifest a contrast of earth and water embodied in Athena and 
Poseidon themselves. 

The corners of the west pediment are inhabited by figures that 
have long been identified as the great rivers of Athens, the 
Kephisos, Ilissos, and Eridanos.s6 This interpretation conforms 
with the east pediment of Zeus’s temple at Olympia, where the 
two local rivers, the Alpheios and the Kladeos, lie in the corners 
of the gable, as Pausanias confirms during his visit.s7 The river 
gods on the Parthenon similarly serve to establish the 
topographical coordinates of the contest on the Athenian 
Acropolis. The grand Kephisos is shown at the very north (or left) 
side (facing page), lying beside its younger tributary, the 
Eridanos, known from the Nointel drawings. At the opposite 
(south) end of the gable the Ilissos kneels just beside a female 
figure that is the spring of Kallirrhde (insert this page, right) in 
another topographically correct arrangement. 

But the river gods of the west pediment serve a purpose far 
beyond spatial orientation; indeed, they are integral to the 
genealogical message of the sculptural program as a whole. The 
Kephisos River was the father of the naiad nymph Praxithea, who 
married King Erechtheus and became queen of Athens and 
mother to a generation of royal daughters. And so the presence of 
the Kephisos here further validates the Athenian claim upon the 
land of Attica: not only are Athenians autochthonous, 
descendants of the gegenic Kekrops and Erechtheus/Erichthonios, 
but on the maternal line they are descended from Athens’s 
greatest river. 

There is little consensus about the figures that fill out the rest 
of the gable.ss Barbette Spaeth suggests that at left (north side) 
are the descendants of the Athenian royal house while at right 
(south side) are the dynastic family of Eleusis.so And so the 
descendants of Athena inhabit the space behind her while the 
offspring of Poseidon crowd the space behind him. This would be 
wholly in keeping with the larger genealogical project of 
architectural sculpture seen on the Acropolis from the Archaic 
period on. 


Kephisos River, west pediment, Parthenon. (illustration credit ill.36) 


Kephisos River, west pediment, Parthenon. (illustration credit ill.37) 


Athena’s victory was not the end of the contest exactly. 
Poseidon’s son Eumolpos carries on his father’s bid for Athens, 
rallying an army of Thracians to take the city. In the ensuing 
battle, Erechtheus kills Eumolpos’s son Himmarados before he 
himself is killed by Poseidon. Thus, the primeval clash is carried 
on through the generations that follow. This foundation myth 
may, in fact, speak to the ancient tensions between Athens and 
Eleusis during the historical period. It is through cult ritual that 
this conflict is resolved, and so the west pediment presents the 


origins of cult practice within the sanctuaries of Athena Polias at 
Athens and of Demeter and Kore at Eleusis. Eumolpos plays a 
pivotal role in founding the Eleusinian Mysteries, serving as one 
of the first priests of Demeter and Kore. A clan named the 
Eumolpidai held the special privilege of providing Eleusinian 
priests throughout the historical period. 

Kekrops, father of the Athenian royal line, is, as we’ve said, 
king during the contest between Athena and Poseidon. At the 
north side of the pediment we find him kneeling, a snaky coil 
beneath his left knee signaling his earthborn origins (below). 
Wrapping her arm around her father from behind is one of his 
three daughters, probably Pandrosos. Her two sisters, Aglauros 
and Herse, sit farther to the right, as known only from the Nointel 
drawings. The crayon sketches (insert this page, right) also show 
a young boy leaning across their laps, no doubt Erechtheus/ 
Erichthonios, who came into their care following his gegenic 
birth. 


Kekrops and Pandrosos, west pediment, Parthenon. (illustration credit ill.38) 


At the opposite end of the gable we find a parallel arrangement 
for the royal house of Eleusis.oo Here, we see Queen Metaneira, 
wife of King Keleos, with her three daughters, said to be named 
Diogeneia, Pammerope, and Saisara.o1 And here, too, we find a 


young boy stretched across the laps of the maidens, no doubt the 
child Triptolemos, who was looked after by the Eleusinian 
princesses just as Erichthonios was by the daughters of Kekrops. 
And so, we observe a perfect genealogical symmetry, with two 
sets of three royal daughters, one at Athens and the other at 
Eleusis, each set with a boy to nurse. And just as the daughters of 
Kekrops perform special rites for their local goddess, Athena, so, 
too, the daughters of Keleos perform sacred offices for Demeter 
and Kore in the Eleusinian Mysteries.92 Religious practice of the 
historical period is thus explained through the charter myths of 
the ancestors, the founders of the cults that survive for nearly a 
thousand years at Athens and Eleusis. 


IT BECOMES APPARENT that we cannot understand the Parthenon or 
the Athenians themselves outside the sphere of religion. This is 
true of the birth of democracy, too. Indeed, the novelty of 
democratic rule would not have been conceivable without the 
intense awareness of the common bond forged by shared 
genealogy as fostered by religion. The nexus between the 
cosmology that defined Athenian consciousness and the unique 
civic life that these people created for themselves is not only 
revealed but exalted in that epitome of Athenian self-awareness, 
the Parthenon. To this extent the Parthenon celebrates 
democracy, but not on the terms that have been suggested since 
the Enlightenment. And perhaps not even on the terms that 
obtained in Athens by the age of Perikles. 

When we marvel today at the extraordinary triumph of 
engineering, architecture, and aesthetics that endures on the 
Sacred Rock, it is hard to fathom that anyone could have opposed 
its creation in the first place. But Plutarch tells us it was this more 
than any other of Perikles’s endeavors that his enemies maligned 
and slandered. In the assembly, they shouted that Athens had lost 
its good name in the disgraceful transfer of the common fund 
from Delos to the Acropolis. “The Greeks regard it as 
outrageously arrogant treatment, as blatant tyranny, when they 
can see that we are using the funds they were forced to 
contribute for the military defence of Greece,” critics cried.93 
Indeed Perikles’s excuse about safeguarding the treasure was only 
a ruse to spend it on his own extravagant enterprise. Squandering 


the compulsory contributions of the confederation, Perikles and 
his supporters were now, it was charged, “gilding and decorating 
the city, which like a wanton woman, adds to her wardrobe 
precious stones and costly statues and temples worth their 
millions.”04 The Athenian Empire was not only flexing its muscles 
but covering them in purple. 

Not that the effort lacked admirers. Plutarch, for his part, could 
only marvel at how such magnificence and permanence of 
construction had been wrought so fast. 


This is what makes Perikles’ works even more impressive, 
because they have durability despite having been completed 
quickly. In terms of beauty each of them was a classic 
straight away at the time, but in terms of vigour each is a 
new and recent creation even today; and so a kind of 
freshness forms a constant bloom on them and keeps their 
appearance untouched by time, as if they contained an 
evergreen spirit and an unaging soul mingled together. 
Plutarch, Life of Perikles 1395 


But it is Thucydides who has the final word, looking into the 
future with uncommon prescience. He foresaw that the marble 
summit of the Acropolis would live on through the ages, giving 
the impression that the Athenians were even greater than they 
were. The lasting spectacle of its soaring marble, exquisitely 
hewn, would, in future, eclipse any of rival Sparta’s 
achievements: 


For if the city of Lakedaimon [Sparta] were to become 
desolate and nothing of it left but temples and foundations of 
buildings, I think as time went by future generations would 
believe her fame to be greater than her power was. And yet, 
the Spartans occupy two-fifths of the Peloponnese and lead 
the alliance, not to speak of their numerous partners abroad. 
Still, as their city is scattered near and far and lacks 
magnificent temples and public buildings, spread out as it is 
in villages after the old fashion of Hellas, their power will 
seem inferior. But if the same things happen to Athens, one 
will think by the sight of their city, that their power was 
double what it is. 


Thucydides, Peloponnesian War 1.10.296 


Thus, over the course of the fifth century, a new Athenian 
identity emerges, one carefully constructed to glorify Athens and 
incite fear in the hearts of its enemies. The trappings (and 
overreach) of empire continued to bloat Athenian self-regard.97 
Still, it must be said that the picture that Athens consistently 
projected of itself—in funeral orations, speeches in the law 
courts, dramatic performances, and the sculptures of the 
Parthenon—stands in contrast to the self-image expressed by 
other cities. We continually hear from the Athenians about their 
exceptionalism, how they are resilient, persistent, competitive, 
aggressive, quick but thoughtful in action, innovative, 
aesthetically aware, and open to engaging outsiders on the world 
stage. And many non-Athenians accepted this characterization. 
Perhaps no words capture it more powerfully than those 
Thucydides attributes to the Corinthian envoys who addressed 
the first Spartan congress in 432 B.c. 

On the eve of the Peloponnesian War, the Spartans summoned 
members of the Peloponnesian League (especially those with 
grievances toward Athens) to testify before the Spartan assembly. 
The Corinthians were gravely worried by the Athenians’ alliance 
with their former colony, now enemy, Kerkyra (Corfu), a pact 
signed in 432 B.c. amid the Corinth-Kerkyra War. Combining its 
great naval might with Kerkyra’s (as well as with that of Rhegium 
in southern Italy and Leontini in Sicily, according to alliances 
forged in 433/432), Athens would soon be in a position to 
threaten trade routes, especially those that carried shipments of 
grain from the west. This was of critical concern to all 
Peloponnesians, especially to the landlocked Spartans, whom the 
Corinthians considered far too complacent for their own good. 
The ambassadors stressed the growing cause for alarm and pulled 
no punches in contrasting the natures of the Athenian and the 
Spartan peoples: 


You have never considered what manner of men are these 
Athenians with whom you will have to fight, and how utterly 
unlike yourselves. They are revolutionary, equally quick in 
the conception and in the execution of every new plan; while 
you are conservative—careful only to keep what you have, 


originating nothing, and not acting even when action is most 
urgent. They are bold beyond their strength; they run risks 
which prudence would condemn; and in the midst of 
misfortune they are full of hope. 

...They are impetuous, and you are dilatory; they are 
always abroad, and you are always at home. For they hope 
to gain something by leaving their homes; but you are afraid 
that any new enterprise may imperil what you have already. 
When conquerors, they pursue their victory to the utmost; 
when defeated, they fall back the least. Their bodies they 
devote to their country as though they belonged to other 
men; their true self is their mind, which is most truly their 
own when employed in her service. 

Thucydides, Peloponnesian War 1.3.70-7198 


One can only imagine the emotional effect of such a speech on 
the Spartans who listened.99 As Josiah Ober has shown, Spartan 
culture had long aimed to instill a deep-seated code of conduct 
among its soldier citizens. Behavior contrary to its norms was 
simply unthinkable under Sparta’s military oligarchy. As we have 
seen, Athens, too, had a code of sorts, one well summarized by 
the words Thucydides attributes to the Corinthians: “Their bodies 
they devote to their country as though they belonged to other 
men; their true self is their mind, which is most truly their own 
when employed in her service.” It was this delicate balance of 
individualism and the polis, the citizen’s utter devotion, 
uncompelled, to its good, that made Athens unique, even before 
its radical democracy, which perforce created certain possibilities 
and dynamisms other political systems could not sustain. Of 
course, Thucydides is writing as an Athenian and as one of 
Perikles’s greatest admirers. But whether these words truly came 
from Corinthian lips or no, there is a truth to them. 

Nowhere is this belief more powerfully expressed than in that 
most famous of Greek orations, the eulogy Perikles delivered in 
the autumn of 431 at the end of the first season of the 
Peloponnesian War. Just a year after the Corinthians’ address to 
the Spartan assembly, war had indeed broken out as feared, and 
now Perikles stood in the public cemetery (demosion sema, this 
page) addressing the families of the fallen and the citizenry as a 
whole. This is what Thucydides tells us he said, honoring the first 


Athenians to die: 


I will speak first of our ancestors, for it is right and seemly 
that now, when we are lamenting the dead, a tribute should 
be paid to their memory. There has never been a time when 
they did not inhabit this land, which by their valour they 
have handed down from generation to generation, and we 
have received from them a free state. 

Thucydides, Peloponnesian War 2.36.1100 


Perikles goes on to praise Athens as the best city in all of Greece, 
attributing its preeminence to its status as a global center. 
Panhellenism had long been a feature of aristocratic life, but 
Athens (and Perikles) had awakened all citizens, rich and poor 
alike, to its virtues. Free trade and a vibrant network of 
international partners benefited all Athenians: 


Because of the greatness of our city, the fruits of the whole 
earth flow in upon us; so that we enjoy the goods of other 
countries as freely as of our own. 

Thucydides, Peloponnesian War 2.38.2101 


Perikles takes this opportunity to respond to critics of his lavish 
building program, no doubt gesturing toward his gleaming 
Acropolis overhead. Yes, imperialism had created the wealth 
necessary to bring together the genius of gifted artists, architects, 
and artisans and to pay for the sumptuous materials. But this 
effort made Athens beautiful for all citizens—both the elite and 
the masses. Perikles makes no excuses for the desire to be 
surrounded by beautiful things; indeed, with a true populist’s 
instinct, he deems it shameful not to strive against poverty. 


For we are lovers of the beautiful, yet simple in our tastes, 
we cultivate the mind without loss of manliness. To avow 
poverty with us is no disgrace; the true disgrace is in doing 
nothing to avoid it. 

Thucydides, Peloponnesian War 2.40102 


Perikles ends his oration by extolling the superiority of 
Athenians, who, alone among the Greeks, created a society that 


others wished to imitate: 
We do not copy our neighbors, but are an example to them. 


I say that Athens is the school of Hellas, and that the 
individual Athenian in his own person seems to have the 
power of adapting himself to the most varied forms of action 
with the utmost versatility and grace. 

Thucydides, Peloponnesian War 2.37.1 and 2.41.1103 


Of course, as has often been noted, Perikles was speaking only 
of free male citizens, who gained access to the privileges of 
democracy as their birthright. All citizens were equal, but others 
were not equal to them before the law: women, resident aliens, 
and slaves were excluded. And those living under the yoke of 
Athenian imperialism would have quarreled with this rosy 
picture. But even if the Athenian self-understanding was inflated 
and (somewhat) self-deceiving, its virtues were nevertheless 
unique. “The power of adapting himself to the most varied forms 
of action with the utmost versatility and grace”: it was something 
the citizens of no other city or nation could claim. But like any 
good ever imagined, it would find its way to wretched excess. 

Perikles would be dead within two years but not before 
suffering the loss of his sister and both his legitimate sons, 
Xanthippos and Paralos, to the epidemic that swept Athens in 
three deadly waves between 430 and 426 B.c. The plague arrived 
in the second year of the Peloponnesian War and overwhelmed 
the densely populated city, its masses huddled behind the 
defensive walls. One Athenian in three perished. The proud 
Perikles was reduced to going before the citizen assembly to 
plead for an exception to the citizenship law he himself put forth 
with great fanfare twenty years earlier. In what some critics saw 
as “punishment for his haughtiness and arrogance,” Perikles 
begged his people to accept the lad known as Perikles the 
Younger, the leader’s illegitimate son by his foreign mistress, 
Aspasia, as an Athenian citizen and his legitimate heir. This they 
did for him. But the younger Perikles would later know the full 
wrath of the democracy in a way his father never had. Along with 
five other strategoi, he was to be executed for his part in the 
failure to rescue a group of shipwrecked Athenians following the 


Battle of Arginusae (islands just to the east of Lesbos) in 406 B.c. 


A HUNDRED YEARS ON, Athenian democracy was still alive, but the 
moment that produced the Parthenon was fast being eclipsed. As 
an indication of how things had changed, let us consider the story 
of the orator Lykourgos and his condemnation of his fellow 
Athenian Leokrates, a drama that played out in the law courts of 
late classical Athens. 

Lykourgos was among the most visible and upstanding of 
Athenians during the third quarter of the fourth century. A 
former pupil of Plato’s, he came to power in 338 B.c. as steward of 
the financial administration, controlling the Athenian treasuries 
and wielding great power for the next twelve years. Lykourgos 
swiftly balanced the state budget by raising taxes on cargo 
passing through the port of Piraeus, increasing rents on leases of 
the silver mines at Laureion, and confiscating the assets of 
convicted criminals. He used his influence to persuade the 
wealthiest citizens to make large voluntary contributions 
(liturgies) to the state under a system known as euergetism 
(“good works”). 

And he did not neglect the legacy of Perikles, undertaking his 
own vast building program to refurbish fifth-century monuments 
that had fallen into disrepair. Under Lykourgos, Athens flourished 
financially, commercially, legislatively, and architecturally; 
traditional cults were strengthened and new gods introduced. 104 
Lykourgos constructed a new temple of Apollo Patroos (the 
“Fatherly”) in the heart of the Agora. He rebuilt, entirely of 
Pentelic marble, the Panathenaic stadium above the banks of the 
Ilissos, and the Theater of Dionysos on the south slope of the 
Acropolis, expanding it to seat some seventeen thousand 
viewers.i05 Just to the north of the Acropolis, Lykourgos 
refurbished the City Eleusinion and to the west, the Pnyx Hill, the 
meeting place of the citizen assembly. Beyond the city walls, the 
Lykeion was enhanced, a new ar- senal was built in the Piraeus, 
and the sanctuaries of Demeter and Kore at Eleusis and of 
Amphiaraos at Oropos were refurbished. 106 

A member of the Eteoboutad clan, one of the oldest and most 
distinguished families of Athens, Lykourgos could claim descent 
from the eponymous Boutes, brother of King Erechtheus. In fact, 


Lykourgos probably served as priest of Poseidon-Erechtheus on 
the Acropolis; we know that his son Habron was allotted this 
hereditary priesthood, later ceding it to his brother Lykophron. 107 
Wooden images of Lykourgos and his sons (carved by Timarchos 
and Kephisodotos, sons of the master sculptor Praxiteles) were set 
up within the Erechtheion itself, giving evidence of their close 
connection to the cult.ios In the years following his death in 324 
B.C., Lykourgos would be held up as a symbol of Athenian 
democracy, posthumously honored in 307/306 with the city’s 
most illustrious awards: his portrait set up in the Agora and his 
descendants entitled to eat for life at public expense in the 
Prytaneion (the seat of the executive officers of Athens).i09 

At the very heart of the Lykourgan agenda was a desire to 
educate the youth of Athens, to reinvigorate Perikles’s vision of 
the city as the “School of Hellas.”110 The statesman placed new 
emphasis on the training of eighteen-year-old men who had 
begun their military service in the ephebic corps. Registered 
according to their demes (districts of the Attic countryside), the 
youths swore an oath of loyalty upon first receiving their new 
weapons within the sanctuary of Aglauros on the east slope of the 
Acropolis.i11 The ephebes were given a new pride of place within 
the religious and athletic life of Lykourgan Athens where they 
were now entrusted with providing equestrian escort for a host of 
sacred processions and featured heavily in the Panathenaic 
festival and competitions. They were also sent on topographical 
memory tours to holy places all across Attica and its borderlands 
so they might learn about their ancestors, local foundation myths, 
landscapes, and monuments. It was enhanced training for the 
noble life of the traditional Athenian citizen, one in which 
patriotism took center stage.ii2 And it was the spirit of that life 
Lykourgos might have seen deteriorating before his eyes among 
his fellow citizens. In any case, when he invoked it in the court 
action against Leokrates in 330 B.c., his purpose was as much to 
provide Athenian youths with an object lesson in proper behavior 
as it was to do justice to a scoundrel.1i3 

Leokrates had comported himself disgracefully eight years 
earlier, following the defeat of Athens by Philip II of Macedon at 
the Battle of Chaironeia. In the wake of this disaster, the 
Athenians passed a decree forbidding citizens or their families to 
leave the city. Leokrates flagrantly broke this law, fleeing to the 


island of Rhodes and, later, settling in the town of Megara, 43 
kilometers (27 miles) northwest of Athens. Taking along his 
money, mistress, household goods, and business concerns, 
Leokrates placed self before city, violating the most sacred tenet 
of traditional Athenian civic life.ii4 

When, after eight years, Leokrates returned to Athens, 
Lykourgos hit him with a sensational lawsuit. The charges were 
many and varied: treason, failure to protect the city’s freedom, 
impiety vis-a-vis the sanctuaries he was sworn to defend, 
abandonment of his aged parents, and desertion for his refusal to 
serve in the armed forces. Most heinous of all, Leokrates had 
broken the oath sworn as a young ephebe and binding for one’s 
natural life. Lykourgos quotes the ephebic vow in his oration 
Against Leokrates: 


I will not bring dishonor on my sacred arms nor will I 
abandon my comrades wherever I shall be stationed. I will 
defend the rights of gods and men and will not leave my 
country smaller, when I die, but greater and better, so far as I 
am able by myself and with the help of all. 

Lykourgos, Against Leokrates 77115 


In the courtroom Lykourgos would argue foremost that Leokrates 
had broken this solemn pledge, dishonoring the gods and sinning 
against the very homeland that had nurtured him to adulthood. 

Lykourgos gave the court a rousing civics lesson: “The power 
that keeps our democracy together is the oath ... For there are 
three things upon which the state is built: the archon, the 
juryman, and the private citizen. Each of these gives an oath as a 
pledge, and rightly so.”116 Lykourgos then cites the Oath of the 
Plataians, pledged by allied Greeks just before the Battle of 
Plataia in 479.117 “It would be well for you to hear it,” Lykourgos 
instructs, reading the oath in full: 


I will not hold life dearer than freedom, nor will I abandon 
my leaders whether they are alive or dead. I will bury all 
allies killed in the battle. If I conquer the barbarians in war, I 
will not destroy any of the cities which have fought for 
Greece but I will consecrate a tenth of all those which sided 
with the barbarian. I will not rebuild a single one of the 


shrines that the barbarians have destroyed but will allow 
them to remain for future generations as a memorial of the 
barbarians’ impiety. 

Lykourgos, Against Leokrates 81118 


Lykourgos reflects on what makes Athens so special, reiterating 
the Periklean vision of Athens: “The greatest virtue of your city is 
that she has set the Greeks an example of noble conduct. In age 
she surpasses every city, and in valor too our ancestors have no 
less surpassed their fellows.”119 Lykourgos then invokes the story 
of Kodros, which we considered in chapter 1, that stirring tale of 
how the last king of Athens gave his life to save his city. When 
the Peloponnesians had suffered famine owing to crop failures, 
they marched north to Athens in search of fertile lands. Kodros 
knew from a Delphic prophecy that if the Dorians killed him, the 
people of Athens would be spared. And so the king, disguised as a 
peasant, bravely wandered out near the enemy camp and 
provoked a skirmish with its guards, who killed him. “Remember 
the reign of Kodros,” Lykourgos implores. “Such was the nobility 
of the kings of old that they preferred to die for the safety of their 
subjects rather than to purchase life by the adoption of another 
country.”120 

Finally, Lykourgos turns to yet another exemplary tale of the 
ancestors, a story set in the late Bronze Age, when Eumolpos, son 
of Poseidon, led an army of Thracians to claim Attica for his own. 
The son, as we have seen, was attempting to avenge his father’s 
loss in the contest with Athena for divine patronage of the city. In 
the late 420s the story was the subject of a play by Euripides, and 
though it has since been largely lost, it would have still been 
familiar to Lykourgos’s audience. Erechtheus, king of Athens, 
seeks advice from the oracle at Delphi on how he might save 
Athens from this prodigious assault. The oracle’s answer? Nothing 
less than the sacrifice of his own daughter will suffice. The king 
shares this shocking news with his wife, Praxithea, who answers 
with one of the most stirring and civic-minded speeches in all of 
Greek drama. “Listen carefully to the iambic lines, gentlemen, 
which in the play are spoken by the mother of the girl,” 
Lykourgos instructs the jury. “You will find in them a greatness of 
spirit and a nobility worthy of Athens and a daughter of the 
Kephisos.”121 


The fifty-five lines from Euripides’s Erechtheus that Lykourgos 
then speaks represent the longest quotation of any Greek play by 
an ancient orator. Queen Praxithea’s horrific proposition 
manifests the most basic principles of Athenian patriotism: a 
conviction that Athens is better than all other cities; pride in the 
autochthonous origins of its people; devotion to the forefathers 
and their ancestral religion; the primacy over individual self- 
interest of the common good, toward which the citizen properly 
feels an overwhelming sense of love, duty, and honor; boldness 
and resilience; the ability to take quick action; and above all a 
readiness to die for one’s country. Praxithea answers her husband 
without hesitation: 


(1) Favors, when granted in a noble way, please people even 
more. When one acts, but acts slowly, this is less noble. I, 
then, will give my daughter to be killed. I take many things 
into account. First, I could not find a better city than this one 
[Athens]. We are a people born from this land, not brought 
in from elsewhere. Other cities are founded as if by throws of 
the dice; (10) people are imported to them, different ones 
from different places. A person who moves from one city to 
another is like a peg badly fitted into a piece of wood: a 
citizen in name, but not in action. 

Secondly, our very reason for bearing children is to 
protect the altars of the gods and our fatherland. The city as 
a whole has one name but many dwell in it. Is it right for me 
to destroy all these when it is possible for me to give one 
child to die on behalf of all? I can count and distinguish 
between things larger and smaller. (20) The ruin of one 
person’s house is of less consequence and brings less grief 
than that of the whole city. 

If our household had a harvest of sons in it, rather than 
daughters, and the flame of war were engulfing the city, 
would I not send my sons into battle with spears, fearing for 
their deaths? No, let me have daughters who can fight and 
stand out among men and not be mere figures raised in the 
city for no purpose. When mothers’ tears send their children 
off to battle, many men become soft. (30) I hate women who 
choose life for their children rather than the common good, 
or urge cowardice. Sons, if they die in battle, share a 


common tomb with many others and equal glory. But my 
daughter will be awarded one crown all to herself when she 
dies on behalf of this city, and in doing so she will also save 
her mother, and you [Erechtheus], and her two sisters ... are 
these things not rewards in themselves? 

And so, I shall give this girl, who is not mine except 
through birth, to be sacrificed in defense of our land. (40) If 
this city is destroyed, what share in my children’s lives will I 
then have? Is it not better that the whole be saved by one of 
us doing our part?...And as for the matter which most 
concerns the people at large, there is no-one, while I live and 
breathe, who will cast out the ancient holy laws of our 
forefathers. Nor will Eumolpos and his Thracian army ever— 
in place of the olive tree and golden Gorgon head—plant the 
trident on this city’s foundations and crown it with garlands, 
thus dishonoring the worship of Pallas [Athena]. 

(50) Citizens, make use of the offspring of my labor pains, 
save yourselves, be victorious! Not for one life will I refuse 
to save our city. O fatherland, I wish that all who dwell in 
you would love you as much as I do! Then we would live in 
you untroubled and you would never suffer any harm. 

Lykourgos, Against Leokrates 100 = Euripides, Erechtheus F 360 
Kannichti22 


What Praxithea does not know is that her daughters have 
already sworn an oath of their own: if any one of them should 
die, so shall the others.123 The oath of Erechtheus’s daughters is 
thus invoked by Lykourgos alongside the oath of the ephebes and 
that of the Greeks at Plataia. It is all to remind the jurors that at 
the very core of the citizen’s sacred relationship to the state was 
the solemn act of oath taking, the very tie that binds. In this, 
Lykourgos echoes the words of his teacher, Isokrates: “First, 
venerate what relates to the gods, not only by performing 
sacrifices but also by fulfilling your oaths. Sacrifices are a sign of 
material affluence, but abiding by oaths is evidence of a noble 
character.”124 

Finishing his long quotation from the Erechtheus, Lykourgos 
closes his case: “On these verses, gentlemen, your fathers were 
brought up,” emphasizing the centrality of Euripides’s text in the 
traditional education of Athenian youth.i25 He then asks the 


jurors to consider how Queen Praxithea, against a mother’s 
instinct, loved her country more than her own children and was 
willing to give them in ultimate sacrifice to save the city. 
Importantly, Praxithea acts quickly and, thus, nobly in ensuring 
salvation for Athens.i26 If women can bring themselves to act like 
this, Lykourgos declaims, then men (like Leokrates) “should show 
toward their country a devotion which cannot be surpassed.” 127 If 
all citizens loved Athens as Praxithea did, it would flourish and 
remain ever safe from harm. Leokrates doesn’t love Athens, and 
so he must be punished. 

Lykourgos asserts that Athenians owe a debt to Euripides for 
passing this story down to them, thus providing a paradeigma 
(“fine example”) that citizens can keep before them to “implant 
in their hearts a love of their city.”128 By no coincidence, this 
same word appears in the Periklean funeral oration: Athens does 
not copy (mimeitai) other cities but is a paradeigma to them. 
Lykourgos is doubtless recalling that great moment of oratory. 129 
But all these Lykourgan flourishes would not achieve their intent: 
in the end, despite abundant evidence and exhortation, the jury 
would acquit Leokrates by a single vote. The verdict must have 
surely confirmed Lykourgos’s worst fears about the hearts of his 
fellow citizens. For all he had done in his political life to uphold 
and reanimate the values that had made Athens great, here was 
painful evidence that at least for half of the citizenry the days 
when those values were truly inviolable were past. The good of 
Athens above all was sacred no more to the Athenians, the 
prospect of Macedonian domination after Chaironeia perhaps 
having finished a job that the radical democracy, with all its 
bountiful blandishments, had begun. 


NEVERTHELESS, LYKOURGOS’S SPEECH Against Leokrates was not entirely 
in vain. Without it, we would know very little of Euripides’s lost 
play or of the story of Erechtheus and the sacrifice of his 
daughters, a centrally important one for our purposes. As the 
great progenitor in whom the primordial past culminates and 
through whom the Athenians enter history, Erechtheus represents 
a kind of missing link, his place in the Parthenon’s sweep of the 
ages unsuspected until recently. In fact, the family of Erechtheus 
can now be understood to stand at the very heart of the 


Parthenon sculptural program. This recognition will furnish the 
key to understanding the temple’s most enigmatic and prominent 
imagery, and in so doing lead us to revise our most basic 
understanding of the building itself. It is the story of the 
magnanimity of the royal house of Erechtheus that brings so 
vividly to life that most essential conviction expressed by Perikles 
in his funeral oration: Athens is worth dying for. And it turns out 
that even as the once indelible principle was fading, someone saw 
fit to illustrate it for all time in the holiest of places. 


THE ULTIMATE SACRIFICE 


Founding Father, Mother, Daughters 


THE YEAR WAS 1901. The site was Medinet Ghoran. Pierre Jouguet 
and his team of excavators set off across the Egyptian sands to the 
southwest of the Fayum oasis. Here, they would dig through the 
winter months, from January through March, efforts that were 
mightily repaid. The French team unearthed hundreds of 
mummies from a broad network of rock-cut tombs comprising a 
vast Hellenistic cemetery.1 While the burials themselves were not 
particularly rich, the mummy casings would prove, some sixty 
years later, to be a treasure trove. 

Those casings were not of gold or gilded wood, like 
Tutankhamen’s coffin and those of other well-known Egyptian 
royalty. Rather, they were of papier-maché. For more cost- 
conscious customers, morticians of Hellenistic Egypt used 
discarded scraps of papyrus, pasting them together over the linen 
wrappings of the dead. When it had dried and hardened, the 
resulting cartonnage could be plastered, painted, or even gilded 
to give the impression of a much finer material. This treatment is 
typical of burials of commoners during the last three centuries 
B.C., when Alexander the Great’s Macedonian general Ptolemy I 


and his descendants ruled Egypt. 

The ink on those paper scraps did not dissolve, and so together 
with the earthly remains, the texts that had originally been 
copied onto those papyri by scribes at Alexandria and elsewhere 
survived. More copies than ever intended: if a scribe made an 
error in his transcription, the whole sheet was discarded, only 
perfect copies being good enough for the libraries of the 
Hellenistic world. But as paper was precious, the abortive 
imperfect copies would be sent off to morticians for making 
coffins. And so Hellenistic Egyptian tombs and their mummy 
casings have become crucial sources for the recovery of lost and 
unknown texts. 


Pierre Jouguet contemplating a mummy casing. La Revue du Caire 13, no. 130 
(1950). (illustration credit ill.39) 


Jouguet brought dozens of mummies back from the trenches of 
Medinet Ghoran for study at the Institutes of Papyrology in Paris 
and Lille (above). From these, he managed to extract a number of 
Greek and demotic Egyptian texts, though it proved difficult to 
separate the fragile papyrus layers without damaging them to the 
point of losing what had been written. This would remain the 
case until the early 1960s, when Professor André Bataille and 
Mlle Nicole Parichon of the Sorbonne’s Institut de Papyrologie 
developed a new technique, first soaking the cartonnages in a 13 


percent solution of hydrochloric acid, heated to 70 degrees 
Fahrenheit, and then placing them in a steam bath of 10 percent 
glycerin solution. This dissolved the glue and allowed individual 
sheets to be peeled apart, revealing lines of Greek not seen since 
the third century B.c. The innovation caused something of a 
popular sensation, Life magazine (below) proclaiming in 
November 1963, “Secrets Cooked from a Mummy.”2 

In 1965, however, what might be viewed as the “curse of the 
mummy” struck.3 Crossing a street in central Paris, Bataille was 
hit by a car and killed. But the papyrus fragments he had 
extracted back on September 19, 1962, had already created a 
buzz. Mummy casings 24 and 25 had yielded texts from a Greek 
comedy, the Sikyonios (“the man from Sikyon,” a city in the 
Peloponnese not far from Corinth), together with the name of its 
author, Menander. Written in the late fourth or early third 
century B.C., the play was already known from 150 lines extracted 
from the mummies by Jouguet just a few years after their 
discovery. Remarkably, the new additions belonged to the very 
same manuscript Jouguet had identified sixty years before, 
suggesting that a single papyrus scroll had been recycled across 
three different mummies! 


ARCHAEOLOGY 


EGYPTIAN DEAD YIELD LONG-LOST WORDS 


Secrets Cooked 
from a Mummy 


Professor André Bataille and Mlle Nicole Parichon extracting the Erechtheus 
fragments from the mummy cartonnage. Life, November 15, 1963, 65. 
(illustration credit ill.40) 


Scholars of Greek comedy were energized. Among them was 
the young Colin Austin, a doctoral student at Christ Church, 
Oxford, just finishing his dissertation on the comic playwright 
Aristophanes. In the autumn of 1966, Austin traveled to Paris. He 
was welcomed by Jean Scherer, Bataille’s successor at the Institut 
de Papyrologie at the Sorbonne. Scherer presented Austin with 
fragments of the Sikyonios for study, making clear that he had 
reserved for himself the rights of publication. He also produced 
additional fragments recovered from mummy casing 24, and 
considering these mere “scraps” compared with Menander’s text, 
he generously offered them to the young scholar to publish. 

Colin Austin’s heart skipped a beat. In that instant, he had 
already recognized that these “scraps” contained lines from the 
long-lost play titled the Erechtheus, by one of the greatest of all 


Greek dramatists, Euripides.4 

The existence of the Erechtheus had long been known from later 
authors who quote from it freely.s Far and away the longest 
quotation is the chunk of fifty-five lines we have seen Lykourgos 
use in his oration Against Leokrates delivered in 330 B.c., nearly a 
century after the Erechtheus was first performed, probably around 
422 B.c.6 Making his case against the traitor, Lykourgos hails the 
example of the eponymous king’s daughters, who gave their lives 
to save Athens, and he quotes the patriotic speech of their 
mother, Queen Praxithea, who willingly acceded to sacrificing 
her progeny. But how does a Hellenistic papyrus text, literally 
buried until the early twentieth century and still unrecognized for 
another sixty years, transform our understanding of the world’s 
most familiar building today? As much as anything, the answer 
reveals the improbably circuitous workings of the field of classics. 

Colin Austin’s knowledge of Greek was so expert that he 
instantly recognized in the Sorbonne papyrus the same play of 
Euripides that Lykourgos had quoted in his oration. To recover a 
more substantial portion of a major text was a coup that 
classicists dream of. But Austin kept a poker face. Thanking the 
professor, he went straight home, over the moon at his good 
fortune. 

Austin dispatched his duties in record time, transcribing the 
Greek and publishing it, with commentary, a year later. It was 
not easy work. To begin with, huge chunks of text were lost 
where the paper had been cut into the shape of wings, the wings 
of the Egyptian Horus falcon, a decorative element on the 
mummy case to which the cartonnage naturally had to conform 
(below).7 Austin’s first publication of the fragments appeared in 
Recherches de Papyrologie for 1967, with translation in French, 
under the title “De nouveaux fragments de lÉrechthée 
d’Euripide.”s The following year, he published the Sorbonne 
papyrus together with all known fragments of the Erechtheus from 
other sources in his Nova fragmenta Euripidea in papyris reperta.9 
Austin’s accompanying commentary was in Latin with no 
translation, in accordance with the convention of the German 
series (Kleine Texte) in which it appeared. 


Fragments preserving Euripides’s Erechtheus. Sorbonne Papyrus 2328b-d. 
(illustration credit ill.41) 


Fragment preserving Euripides’s Erechtheus. Sorbonne Papyrus 2328a. 
(illustration credit ill.42) 


While the monumental discovery of Euripides’s lost Erechtheus 
was big news in philological circles, it remained largely 
unnoticed by archaeologists. Such discoveries take quite a while 
to reach the mainstream of classical studies, let alone the general 
public. A Spanish translation of the play would appear in 1976 
and an Italian one in 1977.10 But the text would not come out in 
English until 1995, more than thirty years after the recovery of 
the fragments.11 And nearly twenty-five years would pass 
between Austin’s first publication of the Erechtheus fragments and 
my demonstration of their relevance to the Parthenon frieze.12 
One might well imagine classical studies as a focused and insular 
field in which everyone knows the doings of everyone else. But 
those who study Greek sculpture rarely keep up with 
papyrological discoveries, just as papyrologists seldom follow 
what’s new in Greek architectural sculpture. 


The fragments peeled from Jouguet’s mummy casing 24 are 
known as Sorbonne Papyrus 2328 and contain approximately 120 
lines of the Erechtheus, not including the 55 quoted by Lykourgos. 
Prior to this discovery, only 125 lines of the play had been 
known: Lykourgos’s quotation plus 34 additional lines given by 
Stobaeus and various individual lines quoted in a number of 
other sources.13 With the new discovery the extent of the play 
recovered rose to just under 250 lines, which, to judge by other 
Euripidean dramas, should account for one-fifth or one-sixth of 
the entire play.i4 

But how do new fragments of this ancient play lead us to 
reexamine the Parthenon? Before we answer that question in the 
next chapter, it is worth delving a bit into the story of the 
primordial Athenian king, who looms larger in the classical 
Athenian consciousness than has been understood for millennia. 


AS WE HAVE SAID, it was through Lykourgos’s lengthy quotation in 
Against Leokrates that the Erechtheus had been known to modern 
readers. But the play’s significance, and that of its namesake, 
Erechtheus, had not been fully appreciated until Austin’s 
publication of the new fragments in 1967. Indeed, Erechtheus 
had been best known from the temple on the Acropolis that bears 
his name, the Erechtheion. Its construction is generally placed in 
421 B.C., after the Peace of Nikias brought a break in the fighting 
between Athens and Sparta, ending the first phase of the 
Peloponnesian War. The Erechtheion is thought to have been 
completed sometime after 409/408 B.c., when inscribed building 
accounts detail work completed as well as work left to be done. 1s 
Largely based on circumstantial evidence, the date for the start of 
construction on the Erechtheion remains contested, with some 
scholars putting it as early as 435 B.c. and others as late as 412.16 
The temple’s famous Porch of the Maidens, the arrangement of 
six karyatids holding up the lintel at the southwest corner, is 
known to every schoolchild who studies Western art (this page). 
But what do we know of the hero for whom the building is 
named? 

The Oxford classicist Martin West has aptly called Erechtheus 
“the big spider at the heart of Attic myth.”17 The hero is already 
present in the Iliad, wherein Homer says that “Athens, the well 


built citadel,” is the land of “great-hearted Erechtheus.” Born of 
the earth, “giver of grain,” Erechtheus was nursed by Zeus’s 
daughter Athena, who settled him “in her own rich temple” on 
the Acropolis.is In the Odyssey this imagery was reversed.19 It is 
Athena who enters “the strong house of Erechtheus” atop the 
Acropolis, presumably a reference to the Mycenaean palace 
erected here during the Late Bronze Age (this page). Herodotos 
tells us that Erechtheus and Athena were worshipped jointly at 
Athens.20 The people of Epidauros made an annual sacrifice to 
the divine pair, according to an old agreement by which the 
Epidaurians gained, in return, permission to cut Athenian olive 
trees for the carving of sacred statues. Herodotos refers to 
Erechtheus both as “earth-born” and as “king of the Athenians,” 
telling us the people first acquired this name during his reign. 
The temple of Erechtheus, Herodotos also reveals, housed the 
venerable olive tree and sea spring, tokens of the ancient 
foundational contest between Athena and Poseidon.21 

Erechtheus is not always easy to distinguish from a figure 
known as Erichthonios, or from a variant named Erichtheus. 22 
These personae share the same extraordinary birth myth, arising 
directly out of the earth.23 Each has a wife named Praxithea.24 
The yoking of horses and the introduction of the chariot are 
ascribed to both heroes. And both are associated with the 
Panathenaic festival. 25 

That the two share a very unusual birth myth concerning 
Hephaistos signals that they are, in fact, one and the same. As we 
have seen, the smithing god was smitten by the beauty of the 
maiden goddess Athena. Ignoring her protests, he pursues her but 
manages only to ejaculate upon her thigh.26 The unwelcome 
effluent is wiped away by the chaste goddess with a piece of wool 
she discards on the ground. This gesture of disgust results in the 
impregnation of Mother Earth who, in time, gives birth to 
Erechtheus/Erichthonios. It has been argued that the hero’s very 
name derives from erion or erithechna (meaning “wool” or 
“woollen”). Alternatively, it has been seen as deriving from 
chthonios (meaning “belonging to the earth”). Some combine the 
two and translate “Erechtheus” as “Woolly-Earthy,” though this is 
unlikely. 27 

In Athenian eyes there was only one hero, Erechtheus.2s He 
was the primordial king of the polis, born from the earth and 


nurtured by Athena. But at some point during the fifth century 
B.c. Erechtheus “splits” into two.29 The construct of “Erichthonios” 
appears and, by the fourth century, has entirely taken over the 
early mythologies of the birth and childhood of the hero. 
Erechtheus then develops into a persona exclusively associated 
with the mature king of Athens who sacrificed his daughter and 
fought the war against Eumolpos.30 

Erechtheus and Erichthonios thus come to be perceived as two 
distinct personalities or, possibly, a younger and older version of 
the same individual. Erichthonios is always depicted in Greek art 
as a child or baby, sometimes shown accompanied by guardian 
snakes.31 Erechtheus, on the other hand, is always portrayed as 
an adult, the mature king of Athens.32 A red-figured vase in 
Berlin, dating to the third quarter of the fifth century B.c., shows 
the two heroes together, each labeled by name: Erichthonios as a 
baby and Erechtheus as an adult (previous page and above).33 
Some have argued on this basis that the two are completely 
separate individuals.31 We must, however, take care not to read 
visual culture too literally. The image-generating process, like the 
mythopoetic, is complex and nonlinear.35 It is fully possible to 
have two aspects of one hero portrayed on a single vase, just as it 
is feasible for Erechtheus to “split” into two personae. The 
dynamic character of myth and the processes through which 
images are created and used allows for far more flexibility than 
some modern interpreters might like. 


Ge rises from the earth to hand the baby Erichthonios to Athena while Kekrops, 
with the tail of a snake, watches at left; Hephaistos and Herse (?) stand at 
right. Cup by Kodros Painter, 440-430 B.c. From Tarquinia. (illustration credit 
ill.43) 


Aglauros and King Erechtheus (with scepter) at left; Pandrosos at center; 
Aigeus and Pallas (?) at right. Cup by Kodros Painter, 440—430 B.c. From 
Tarquinia. (illustration credit ill.44) 


Greek myth is an ever-changing phenomenon that “morphs,” as 
George Lucas would have it, into new and sometimes 
contradictory versions with each retelling. There is no correct or 
better version of any myth, just as there is no “wrong” recounting 
of these tales. Their transformative nature forces upon the 
modern audience a frustrating, even unsettling level of 
ambiguity, a theme to which we shall return. Suffice it to say, our 
heroes Erechtheus and Erichthonios are hopelessly intertwined, 
their stories woven together by each other’s myriad adaptations 
spanning hundreds of years. What remains indisputable, however, 
is that Erechtheus is the only name given to the defining king of 
Athens. He is known as such from his very first appearance in the 
Iliad. Erechtheus alone is the recipient of a cult in a temple called 
the Erechtheion, not the Erichthoneion. Athens is called the land 
of Erechtheus, never the land of Erichthonios. Likewise, the 
Athenians were always the “Erechtheidai” and at no time the 
“Erichthoniadai.”36 


To be sure, our appreciation of Erechtheus has been muted 
over the years, not by his lack of importance, but by the 
vicissitudes of surviving material evidence. It doesn’t help matters 
that he has sometimes been outshone by another legendary king, 
Kekrops, who Herodotos tells us reigned a generation earlier.37 
This too is a pair that presents distracting similarities. Both 
Kekrops and Erechtheus/Erichthonios are associated with 
autochthony and the establishment of Athenian cult. In art, 
Kekrops is depicted with serpent legs (this page) and Erechtheus/ 
Erichthonios is often shown with snakes.3s Most tellingly, each 
has three daughters, two of whom come to a terrible end, by 
some accounts leaping to their deaths from the cliffs of the 
Acropolis. Christiane Sourvinou-Inwood has argued persuasively 
that Kekrops is in fact a transformation of Erechtheus. She sees 
the former’s persona as governed by “an intensification and 
emphasis on the element of autochthony,” hence his depiction 
with a snaky tail.39 We do well to reconcile ourselves to the 
dynamic complexity of Athenian foundation myths over the 
longue durée, in all their richness of projection, transference, and 
contamination. 

Still, it remains that Erechtheus is the first Athenian king to be 
mentioned in Greek literature, present already in Homer at the 
turn of the eighth to the seventh century B.c. His rise to 
prominence in mid-fifth-century Athens, a reawakening of the 
sleeping hero, so to speak, seems intricately bound up with the 
vision of Perikles and his efforts to renew the Acropolis temples. 
In the wake of the Persian Wars and the collective trauma 
suffered by the Athenians, what better than to go back to the very 
beginning, to the oldest founding father and the founding 
principles upon which the city had been built. Erechtheus was the 
man for the moment, a hero whose family tragedy embodied the 
very spirit of self-sacrifice so emphatically projected by the 
Periklean democracy. 

Of irreducible significance is that, without Athena, Hephaistos’s 
seed would never have been spilled upon the earth and 
Erechtheus would never have been born. Indeed, while Athena 
remains a virgin goddess, she is, in a very real sense, the genitor 
of Erechtheus and, therefore, of all Athenians. In this sense, 
Erechtheus can and must be understood as later championing the 
cause of his “mother,” Athena, just as Eumolpos avenges the 


defeat of his father, Poseidon. 

After Athena wins the primordial contest for patronage of 
Athens, tensions with Poseidon persist. The gods’ mortal issues, 
Erechtheus and Eumolpos, continue the rivalries of their 
respective parents, Eumolpos reigniting hostilities when he bands 
an army of Thracians from northeastern Greece to settle the score 
for his father.4o Thucydides tells us that in days of old when 
towns were independent of the Athenian king, they sometimes 
made war upon him “as did Eumolpos and the Eleusinians against 
Erechtheus.”41 

Hearing of the impending siege, King Erechtheus consults the 
oracle at Delphi to learn how he can stop Eumolpos. The answer 
is devastating: the king must sacrifice his daughter to save the 
city. Erechtheus shares the bad news with his wife, Praxithea, 
asking her leave to let their daughter die. The queen answers 
with that rousing, patriotic speech we examined in chapter 3. 
Lykourgos is clearly confident of the power of those lines to stir 
the Athenian heart even a hundred years after they were first 
performed, advising the gentlemen of the jury: “You will find in 
them a greatness of spirit and a nobility worthy of Athens and a 
daughter of the Kephisos.” 

Emboldened by his wife’s ardor, Erechtheus sacrifices their 
youngest daughter, a nameless girl simply called “Parthenos,” or 
“Maiden,” throughout the play. The names of the daughters of 
Erechtheus and Praxithea are greatly confused in the ancient 
sources, with conflicting lists given by various authors over 
several hundred years.42 Later authors speak of four and even six 
daughters of Erechtheus, as well as several sons. Phanodemos 
names Protogeneia and Pandora as the sisters who died (to save 
Athens from Boiotian, not Thracian, attack) while giving the 
names Prokris, Kreousa, Oreithyia, and Chthonia for the surviving 
daughters.43 Apollodoros names Prokris, Kreousa, Oreithyia, and 
Chthonia and, interestingly, lists a son named Pandoros as well as 
two others named Kekrops and Metion II. He has Chthonia as a 
survivor who goes on to marry Boutes.44 But Hyginus says that 
Chthonia is the girl who was sacrificed (to Poseidon) and that the 
other girls killed themselves.4s5 Yet he also names Aglauros as a 
son of Erechtheus by another of his daughters, Prokris—never 
mind that Aglauros is regularly identified as the daughter of 
Kekrops.46 In the great tangled web that is Attic myth, the most 


potent configurations replicate themselves: in the three daughters 
of Erechtheus we see the same pattern evident in chapter 1 with 
the three daughters of Deukalion and the three daughters of 
Kekrops.47 And there are of course connections: both Deukalion 
and Erechtheus have a daughter named Pandora, while Kekrops 
has a daughter named Pandrosos. More than likely we are seeing 
a Pandora/Pandrosos substitution in the same manner as 
Erechtheus/Erichthonios.438 

The battle ensues, and as promised by the oracle, the Athenians 
are victorious. But, in a turn of events that Praxithea did not 
anticipate, Erechtheus is killed, swallowed up in an earthquake 
caused by Poseidon. As for the two older daughters, we learn that 
they kept their oath that if one of them should die, the others 
would die as well. The surviving fragments of the Erechtheus do 
not explicity tell us how the sisters die, but there may be some 
suggestion that they leaped off the Acropolis in a suicide pact. 
Though the text is very uncertain here, lines apparently spoken 
by Praxithea seem to address the two daughters whose bodies 
may lie before her.49 This would concur with the account given in 
Apollodoros which says that following the sacrifice of the 
youngest daughter, the two remaining sisters killed themselves.so 

It should be remembered that later writers, including 
Apollodoros, ascribe death by suicidal leap to another pair of 
royal daughters, those of King Kekrops, who ruled a generation 
before Erechtheus.si Having looked into a forbidden box 
containing the baby Erichthonios and a snake, the sisters 
Aglauros and Herse were driven mad and jumped from the 
Acropolis or, in an alternative account, into the sea.52 

Aspects of Athenian myth are thus transferred between 
different sets of royal sisters so that even within the corpus of a 
single author the same triad might be disposed of in different 
ways. In his play the Ion, first performed in 414-412 B.C., some 
years following the Erechtheus, Euripides clearly states that three 
daughters of Erechtheus were sacrificed.s3 The boy Ion asks his 
mother, Kreousa (understood to be the youngest sister of three 
girls, apparently just a baby and too young to be killed when the 
others were sacrificed), “Is it true, or merely a tale, that your 
father killed your sisters in sacrifice?” Kreousa replies, “He dared 
to kill his maiden daughters as sacrifices [sphagia] for this land.” 

What is important here is that the two older daughters of 


Erechtheus kept their pledge and died, either by the hand of their 
father or by their own devices. While Queen Praxithea thought 
that she was giving just one child to die on behalf of all, she in 
fact loses all three daughters and her husband, a far greater 
sacrifice than she could have imagined. 

The discovery of the new fragments of the Erechtheus, peeled 
from the mummy brought to Paris by Pierre Jouguet, is nothing 
short of momentous for the clarity of understanding it brings to 
the temples standing on the Acropolis today. For the first time 
ever, we can read the words Euripides gives to Athena, as spoken 
to Queen Praxithea toward the very end of the play, when she 
stands alone on the Acropolis, having lost her entire family. The 
goddess delivers what can be described as a divine charter for the 
construction of the two great temples on the Sacred Rock: the 
Parthenon and the Erechtheion. Athena first instructs Praxithea to 
bury her daughters in the same tomb, over which she is to build a 
sanctuary, establishing sacred rites in their memory. She then 
directs the queen to bury her husband in the middle of the 
Acropolis and to erect a sacred precinct for him. Finally, Athena 
names Praxithea as her priestess and entrusts her with the care of 
these holy places. Only Praxithea will have the right to make 
burnt sacrifice on the altar of Athena that serves both tomb- 
shrines (this page). Fascinatingly, Athena’s speech employs 
language well known from sacred laws (leges sacrae), texts 
inscribed in stone to decree cult practice, including the 
construction of temples within Greek sanctuaries.54 

It now becomes clear just how aptly this naiad nymph, 
daughter of the Kephisos, is named. “Praxithea” is a compound of 
the roots prasso (“to perform”) and thea (“goddess”), and so the 
name means, quite literally, one who does things for the goddess. 
She is Athena’s ideal priestess: noble, selfless, and strong. It is 
relevant here that the historical priestess of Athena Polias who 
served on the Acropolis at exactly the time the Erechtheus was 
first performed was a woman of exceptional power and character. 
Her name was Lysimache, and she was daughter of Drakontides 
of Battae, sister of Lysikles, the treasurer of the Athenians. 
Lysimache held the priesthood of Athena Polias for an impressive 
sixty-four years (spanning the last decades of the fifth century as 
well as those of the early fourth). It is very possible that Euripides 
had this well-known city official in mind when he constructed the 


potent and patriotic character Praxithea for his Erechtheus.ss 
Aristophanes certainly had Lysimache in mind when he wrote the 
leading role for the heroine Lysistrata in his famous comedy of 
that same name, first performed in 411 B.c.56 

The newly recovered fragments of the Erechtheus preserve for 
us the pivotal closing speech of Athena, in which she commands 
her old rival Poseidon to leave Athens in peace:57 


(55) I bid you to turn your trident away from this soil, sea- 
god Poseidon, and not to uproot this land and destroy my 
delightful city ... Has not one victim given you your fill? 
Have you not torn my heart apart, (60) hiding away 
Erechtheus deep beneath the earth? 


Athena then turns and speaks directly to Queen Praxithea: 


Daughter of Kephisos, savior of this land. Now hear the 
words of motherless Athena. (65) First, I shall tell you about 
the girl whom your husband sacrificed for this land. Bury her 
where she breathed out her lamented life, and these sisters of 
hers in the same earth-tomb, because of their nobility (70) 
for they did not presume to abandon their oath to their dear 
sister. Their souls have not gone to Hades but I myself have 
brought their spirit [pneuma] to the uppermost reaches of 
heaven [aither] and I shall give them the name that mortals 
will call them all throughout Greece, “the Hyacinthian 
goddesses” (75)...brightness of the hyacinth, and saved the 
land. To my fellow citizens I say not to forget them over time 
but to honor them with annual sacrifices and bull-slaying 
slaughters, (80) celebrating them with holy maiden dancing 
choruses ... enemy... to battle ... spear army... make to 
these, first, a preliminary sacrifice before taking up the spear 
of war, not touching the wine-making grape nor pouring on 
the pyre anything other than the fruit of the hardworking 
bee [honey] together with river water. It is necessary that 
these daughters have a precinct that must not be entered 
[abaton], and no one of the enemies should be allowed to 
make secret sacrifice there, for their victory and the suffering 
of this land. 

(90) And I order you to construct a precinct for your 


husband in mid-city with stone enclosure. On account of his 
killer, he will be called, eponymously, Holy Poseidon- 
Erechtheus, by the citizens worshipping in cattle sacrifices. 
(95) And for you, [Praxithea], who re-erected the 
foundations of this city, I grant, being called priestess, the 
right to make burnt sacrifice on my altar on behalf of the 
whole city. You have heard what [must be] brought to pass 
in this land. Now I shall pronounce the judgment of Zeus, 
my father in heaven. Eumolpos, born from the Eumolpos 
who has died. 
Euripides, Erechtheus F 370.55-101 Kannichtss 


In the chapters that follow, we shall see how the goddess’s 
words have reverberated in the Athenian psyche, expressing the 
very essence of the people’s self-understanding, thereby forming a 
basis for our understanding of Acropolis temples, cults, and 
rituals. We have already noted that Athena’s speech reads like the 
text of so many sacred laws establishing cult places. Euripides’s 
play and, as we shall soon see, Pheidias’s Parthenon sculptures, 
vividly express Athenian core values while at the same time they 
instruct the citizenry on how things came to be as they are. For 
now, let us acknowledge how explicitly Euripides’s Athena 
explains the origins of the two temples that stand on the 
Acropolis: the Erechtheion and the Parthenon. Euripides 
etymologizes the names of these two cult places, one meaning “of 
Erechtheus” and the other “of the Maidens.” The special character 
of Acropolis cult practice, in which the Erechtheion and the 
Parthenon shared a single priestess and a single altar, can now be 
understood in relation to the myth in which Praxithea is charged 
with looking after the shrine of her husband (the Erechtheion) 
and that of her daughters (the Parthenon), both set within 
temples of Athena. 

Lykourgos’s lengthy quotation from the Erechtheus takes on 
heightened meaning when we consider that he himself was 
regarded as a direct descendant of the noble family of Erechtheus 
and Praxithea. His family clan, the Eteoboutadai, controlled the 
hereditary priesthoods of Poseidon-Erechtheus and Athena Polias, 
passing the sacred offices down through its generations for an 
astounding seven hundred years. Likely to have served as priest 
of Poseidon-Erechtheus himself, Lykourgos was highly 


knowledgeable about Acropolis cult and hierarchies. When he 
stands before the jury and recounts patriotic tales from the 
legendary past, he does so with the authority of his own 
birthright and experience.s9 

As the consummate Athenian, Lykourgos closes his case with 
an invocation of the Attic landscape, the shrines, and the 
monuments that bound the citizenry together in a common 
identity: 


If you acquit Leokrates, you will vote for the betrayal of the 
city, of its temples, and its fleet. But if you kill him, you will 
be encouraging others to preserve your country and its 
prosperity. Imagine then, Athenians, that the country and its 
trees are appealing to you, that the harbors, dockyards, and 
walls of the city are begging you for protection, yes, and the 
temples and sanctuaries, too. 

Lykourgos, Against Leokrates 15060 


For all this effort and eloquence, the jury returned a split verdict: 
250 voting to convict Leokrates, 250 to acquit. The man whose 
crime was presented as an affront to the very soul of the city 
walked free. 

The example of Erechtheus and his family continued 
nonetheless to loom large within Athenian consciousness, serving 
as a model for civic selflessness, even when the days of such 
fervor and of the democracy it enabled were numbered. The idea 
of sacrificing one’s life for the common good (to kalon) remained 
central to Athenian democratic ideology over the century 
separating Perikles and Lykourgos, as weariness over paying the 
ultimate price grew. Wars to maintain Athenian supremacy took 
their toll even before the city-state’s forces were crushed by 
Macedonian legions in 338 B.c. during Philip’s effort to unite 
Greece. After Chaironeia, Athenians no longer controlled even 
their own food supplies and, increasingly threatened by the 
whims of foreign generals and kings, found themselves gripped 
by anxiety and unease. Meanwhile, the story of Erechtheus and 
his daughters endured as a recurring theme in Attic funeral 
orations, which is no wonder, given how effectively Euripides’s 
play employed traditional Athenian language of the logos 
epitaphios.ci1 The myth is invoked in the Platonic dialogue called 


the Menexenus, as well as in Isokrates’s Panegyrikos and in his 
Panathenaikos.s2 And when it comes time to eulogize the fallen 
from the Battle of Chaironeia in 338 B.c., Demosthenes praises the 
example of Erechtheus’s daughters as inspiration for the young 
men of the tribe Erechtheidai, who resisted the Macedonians. 63 
Later, the orator Demades will have to save his still-refractory 
fellow Athenians from the wrath of their conqueror Philip, but 
this same Demades will also hail the daughters of Erechtheus for 
their noble virtue and devotion to the land that reared them.«4 

The esteem of the Athenians for the story of the sacrifice of 
Erechtheus’s daughter is as striking as it is long-lived. To realize 
its centrality to Athenian consciousness is to appreciate that the 
Parthenon’s most prominent puzzle has a solution hidden in plain 
sight. But before we come to that appreciation, let us reflect a bit 
upon the meaning and implications of this most definitive myth 
of Athenian belonging. 


WHAT ARE WE to make of such admiration for what is, essentially, 
an act of violence against a blameless maiden? In presenting 
virgin sacrifice as an inspiring example of selflessness, were the 
Athenians not simply whitewashing a tale of cruelty and 
misogyny? In answering this question, we must first make it clear 
that the examples of virgin sacrifice encountered in Greek 
literature are all set in the mythical past. Not one source attests to 
the actual killing of a maiden during historical times. 
Furthermore, archaeological evidence for human sacrifice, even 
in prehistoric Greece, is problematic, inconclusive, and slight. 65 

Herodotos only once describes an instance of human sacrifice, 
and this drawn, again, from the realm of myth. He tells us that 
King Menelaos, bringing his wayward wife, Helen, back from 
Troy, was becalmed at a port in Egypt. Here, he was compelled to 
sacrifice two Egyptian boys to ensure that favorable winds would 
fill his sails and allow his ship to continue.«s Calling this measure 
an “unholy act,” Herodotos clearly finds human sacrifice 
repellent. 

Plutarch recounts the story of three captive Persian princes, the 
nephews of Xerxes, who were killed by Themistokles as a 


preliminary sacrifice (sphagia), just before the Battle of Salamis.«7 
If true, this would constitute a rare historical instance of human 
sacrifice in Greece. But this act could equally be understood as 
the execution of enemy captives during time of war. It is far from 
clear whether Plutarch is recounting an actual event or is just 
invoking an old paradigm.6s The historicity of Plutarch’s account 
has been thrown into question by the fact that the sacrifice of the 
Persian boys is said to have been made to Dionysos Omestes, a 
god worshipped on Lesbos, home to Plutarch’s source for the 
story, Phainias.co And, in a sense, Plutarch’s account presents a 
parallel to the deaths of the daughters of Erechtheus, three Attic 
princesses sacrificed as sphagia prior to the battle, just as are the 
three Persian princes.7o This symmetry may suggest a fictive 
rather than a historical occurrence. 

There is hardly a culture on earth that does not have some 
shadowy prehistory of human sacrifice practiced by certain 
groups under certain circumstances. While there is no evidence 
that fifth-century B.c. Athenians sacrificed maidens, they surely 
believed that virgin sacrifice occurred in the days of the heroic 
past. And, as we shall see, they might even have believed that the 
tomb of the daughters of Erechtheus rested beneath the western 
room of the Parthenon, a chamber they themselves called 
Tlap8evwv (“of the Maidens”). I shall argue in chapter 6 that the 
maidens in question are none other than the daughters of 
Erechtheus and Praxithea. 

How did such dark stories of sacrifice and death function 
within the larger worldview of the Greeks? What role do they 
play in the construction of models for heroism? Let us, for a 
moment, consider the great hero Achilles, the “best of the 
Achaeans,” who fought at Troy. Achilles was faced with an 
impossible dilemma: to die young and thereby enjoy a “big story” 
unto immortality, or to survive the war and return home to a long 
if impermanent life. “If I stay here and fight, I shall lose my safe 
homecoming [nostos] but I will have a glory [kleos] that is 
unwilting,” he reflects in the Iliad. “Whereas if I go home my 
glory will die, but it will be a long time before the outcome of 
death shall take me.”71 Here lies the essence of Greek heroism. To 
be a hero, one must experience death. It is death itself that gives 
the hero power. As Gregory Nagy has explained, the Greek hero is 
first and foremost a figure of religious worship, a dead person 


who receives cult honors and who is expected, in return, to bring 
prosperity to the populace.72 

The surest route to heroism is an honorable death in battle. 
Courage displayed in giving his life to defeat the enemy brings 
lasting glory to Achilles, as well as to Patroklos, Hektor, and so 
many of the greatest names that come down to us from Greek 
epic. The hero Odysseus is unusual in achieving both kleos and 
nostos. He survives the perils of the Trojan battlefield yet attains a 
big story through the adventures of his ten-year journey home, as 
recounted in the Odyssey. Upon reaching Ithaka, Odysseus 
receives the additional glory of warm welcome from Penelope, 
the loyal, loving wife still awaiting him.73 

A man’s path to heroic status is clear beginning with the 
earliest epic poetry. But what of a woman’s? No Greek woman is 
given Achilles’s choice, to fight and die in battle or to journey 
home to a waiting family. These options are unthinkable within 
the framework of experiences open to female members of the 
community. But women of Greek myth do achieve heroic status 
and lasting honors. Like men, they do so by dying. Their deaths, 
however, are not on the field of battle but on the altar of 
sacrifice. 

Virgin sacrifice presents a paradox in which something as dark 
and sinister as the killing of a maiden can be viewed as a female’s 
means of ascent to heroism. By making the ultimate sacrifice, 
Greek maidens attain the kleos that comes of having a big story. 
In return, they achieve immortality and cult adoration. (In a 
world of such intense pieties, the worshipper can have no higher 
aspiration than to become herself worthy of worship.) Critics 
inclined to see cruelty and misogyny will not view this as a 
square deal. After all, a girl has no real say in whether she lives 
or dies. The martial hero has at least the opportunity to fight for 
his life. The fate of the sacrificial virgin is sealed by those who 
impose it upon her. But this is to miss the point. Within the 
cultural norms of ancient Greek society, it is impossible to think 
of a young woman going into battle. How, then, is she able to set 
herself apart, to offer the ultimate gift and save her community? 
Without virgin sacrifice, women could have never enjoyed 
authentic heroic status, the culture’s highest honor.74 

Greek myth is full of stories in which girls of noble birth are 
sacrificed to avert catastrophe in times of social crisis.75 When 


Herakles and the Thebans were about to attack Orchomenos, an 
oracle declared that the city could be saved only if a highborn 
citizen would die by his or her own hand. The daughters of 
Antipoinos, Androkleia and Aleis, volunteered. Following their 
deaths, they were buried within the local sanctuary of Artemis 
Eukleia, where they received cult honors.76 When the same city, 
Orchomenos, was struck by a terrible epidemic, an oracle 
proclaimed that only a maiden death could stop the spread of 
disease. The daughters of Orion, who had been taught weaving 
by Athena, stepped forward and stabbed themselves in the throats 
and shoulders with their bodkins and shuttles, thus ridding the 
city of plague.77 When Athens was threatened by epidemic, or by 
some accounts famine, the daughters of Leos were given in 
sacrifice, receiving in return their own shrine and cult honors in 
the Athenian Agora.7s 

The most famous virgin sacrifice in Greek myth is of course 
Agamemnon’s killing of his daughter, Iphigeneia.77 This enabled 
the Greek fleet to set sail for the Trojan War. A thousand ships 
were becalmed for months in the harbor at Aulis, waiting for 
favorable winds, when the commander, King Agamemnon, 
consulted the seer Kalchas. Nothing short of the sacrifice of the 
king’s own daughter would reinspire the wind. When Aeschylus 
tells this story in his Agamemnon of 458 B.c., he focuses on the 
rage of the girl’s mother, Klytaimnestra. But when Euripides tells 
the tale in his Iphigeneia at Aulis in 405, we see a tremendous shift 
in emphasis. Euripides’s Iphigeneia first begs for her life but later 
goes willingly to sacrifice, reminding her distraught mother that 
in doing so, she will save Hellas. “You bore me for all the Greeks 
not yourself alone,” Iphigeneia remonstrates, expressing much the 
same sentiment as Praxithea: just as boys go to war, girls go to 
sacrifice, both for the good of the city.so 

Why such a shift in sentiment between the telling of this tale 
by Aeschylus and its retelling by Euripides? In the wake of the 
Persian Wars, themes of heroism and self-sacrifice gained 
popularity on the Athenian stage. Sophokles took up the subject 
of virgin sacrifice in his Andromeda, Iphigeneia, Polyxena, and, 
possibly, in his lost Kreousa. But it is during the Peloponnesian 
War (431-404 B.c.) and the plague at Athens (430, 429, 427/426 
B.c.) that we see a great eruption of interest in these stories. 
Perhaps their retelling helped to acknowledge the burden of loss 


and sacrifice shared by the women of Athens during these 
troubled times. Euripides brings human sacrifice to the stage in 
his Hekuba, Ion, Iphigeneia at Aulis, Children of Herakles, and, of 
course, Erechtheus.si And, notably, the Children of Herakles and 
Erechtheus share a common framework for projecting a strong, 
cohesive Athenian ideology.s2 

In Children of Herakles, Euripides gives us the rare opportunity 
to hear words from the lips of a sacrificial victim, Makaria, the 
“Blessed One,” daughter of Herakles and Deianeira. Together 
with her brothers, she takes refuge at Athens, having been 
expelled from Trachis. When the children’s uncle Eurystheus 
declares war on Athens, an oracle advises the Athenian king, 
Demophon, that only the voluntary death of one of Herakles’s 
children can save the city.s3 Makaria valiantly volunteers. 
Following her sacrifice, a spring is named for her at Marathon.s4 
As Makaria marches stalwartly toward the altar of her death, she 
delivers a compelling treatise on virgin sacrifice, exalting it as an 
opportunity for female heroism. Makaria views herself as an 
active agent in the saving of the city, one glad to trade her life for 
kleos: 


Then fear no more the Argive enemy’s spear! I am ready, old 
man, of my own accord and unbidden, to appear for sacrifice 
and be killed. For what shall we say if this city is willing to 
run great risks on our behalf, and yet we, who lay toil and 
struggle on others, run away from death when it lies in our 
power to rescue them? It must not be so, indeed; for it 
deserves nothing but mockery if we sit and groan now as 
suppliants of the gods and yet, though we are descended 
from that great man who is our father [Herakles], show 
ourselves to be cowards. How can this be fitting in the eyes 
of men of nobility? 


Lead me to the place where it seems good that my body 
should be killed and garlanded and consecrated to the 
goddess [Athena]! Defeat the enemy! For my life is at your 
disposal, full willingly, and I offer to be put to death on my 
brothers’ behalf and on my own. For, mark it well, by not 
clinging to my life I have made a most splendid discovery, 
how to die with glory. 


Euripides, Children of Herakles 500-10, 528-3485 


Dying with honor had incomparable resonance in a society as 
ravaged by war and plague as Athens was during the last third of 
the fifth century. Scarcely a family was spared the loss of 
someone in these terrible times. Describing the bravery of those 
who stayed in Athens to nurse the sick during the plague, 
Thucydides hailed the Athenian instinct to feel shame for thinking 
of one’s own safety in the face of communal crisis.s6 Against the 
backdrop of these events, we can understand how the retelling of 
tales of virgin sacrifice was far more than theatrical 
entertainment. It was a means of expressing the core values of 
Athenian democracy at a time when solidarity among citizens 
was paramount. 

As we have said, Euripides’s Erechtheus was probably first 
performed round about 422 B.c.s7 Presented in the Theater of 
Dionysos on the south slope of the Acropolis, the play was viewed 
by thousands.ss Each year the festival of the City Dionysia 
brought together the greatest assembly of all Athenians in one 
spot.s9 Viewers were not merely entertained but took in a harsh 
message, one presented within the ritual framework of a religious 
feast. The message was simple: democracy requires pain and loss. 

“Of all the rituals relevant to democracy, sacrifice is 
preeminent,” writes the classicist and political theorist Danielle 
Allen. She demonstrates how democracy must prove to its citizens 
who have suffered loss, in one instance, that they should continue 
to keep faith with their government and fellow citizens in the 
future.”00 Responding to this need takes the shape of public 
rituals, repeated acts that create and sustain trust and order 
within the community—necessities that simply don’t exist to such 
a degree, if any, in authoritarian regimes. The story of the 
daughters of Erechtheus manifests precisely the nexus of sacrifice, 
loss, trust, and ritual that makes democracy work. This is why it 
was so central to Athenian foundational myth and why, as we 
shall see, it was such an obvious subject matter for 
commemoration on the Parthenon. 

The Erechtheus continued to have profound resonance for 
Athenians a century after its first performance, when Lykourgos 
quoted so extensively from it in making his case against 
Leokrates. In her book Why Plato Wrote, Allen demonstrates how 


Lykourgos adopted Platonic vocabulary, deliberately using one of 
Plato’s favorite superlatives, to kalliston (“the most beautiful and 
noble”), a total of six times in the speech. At eight different 
points, he exhorts the jurors to learn from the paradigms he holds 
up for them. First among these is the importance of educating the 
people toward virtue (arete) and that which is noblest (to 
kalliston).01 And in turning toward virtue, Athenian youths will 
inevitably find their way to patriotism.s:2 Behind Lykourgos’s 
words is a practical policy agenda. He insists on the importance 
of training the ephebes as part of his larger mission of paideia.93 
Thus, Perikles’s vision of Athens as the “School of Hellas” lives on 
in the courtroom of Lykourgos, even if the words are not as 
stirring as they were in Perikles’s day. 

In what are likely to be the most authentic words surviving 
from Perikles, those of the funeral oration that he delivered for 
the soldiers who died in the Samian War of 439 B.c., he reflects, 
“We cannot see the gods ... but we believe them to be immortal 
from the honors we pay them and the blessings we receive from 
them, and so it is with those who have given their lives for the 
city.”04 Here we are at the intersection of the civic religion into 
which Athens grew and the cosmological awareness it had 
possessed since time immemorial. Those who will give themselves 
for the common good are as worthy of collective worship as the 
gods themselves. Democracy is no mere political arrangement but 
ultimately a spiritual one. 

The daughters of Erechtheus were not only worshipped as 
divinities at Athens; they were set up into the heavens by Athena 
herself, transformed into stars for all eternity.05 Catasterism is the 
greatest honor of all: to become one with the eternal cosmos as a 
star shining ever after down upon Athens. “I have caused their 
spirit to dwell in the uppermost reaches of heaven,” Athena 
proclaims in the Erechtheus, “and I will give them a name men 
will call them all throughout Greece, the MHyakinthian 
goddesses.”06 Joined together in an everlasting choral dance 
among the stars as the constellation Hyades, the noble daughters 
of “great-hearted” Erechtheus and “great-spirited” Praxithea take 
their place as founding daughters in a charter myth worthy of 
Athens itself. Athena places the maidens lovingly into that same 
sky wherein she once hurled the giant Drako in a primordial 
cosmic battle, endless eras earlier. 


THE PARTHENON FRIEZE 


The Key to the Temple 


HE WAS HACKED to death in Isfahan. Francis Vernon died the way he 
lived: adventurously. 

Pirates had kidnapped him as a young man just out of Christ 
Church, Oxford, selling him into slavery. Traveling along the 
northern coast of the Gulf of Corinth in October 1675, he 
watched his companion Sir Giles Eastcourt succumb to disease at 
Vitrinitza between Amphissa and Naupaktos.1 Later that year, 
Vernon set sail from Greece to Turkey, losing all his field notes 
and letters when his boat was plundered along the way. Still his 
“insatiable desire of seeing” impelled him on, eventually to 
Persia, where, in September 1676,2 at age forty, he met his end at 
the hands of some locals who liked his penknife. 

Before his untimely murder, Vernon had earned the respect of 
some of the greatest thinkers of his day. In 1669 he was sent to 
Paris as secretary to Ralph Montagu, ambassador extraordinary to 
Louis XIV, and became over the next three years an important 
intermediary in scholarly exchanges between French and English 
scientists. He came to know many members of the newly founded 
Royal Society and kept its secretary, Henry Oldenburg, informed 


of scientific developments on the Continent.3; Vernon regularly 
corresponded with the orientalist Edward Pococke, whom he may 
have known from his Christ Church days, and with the 
astronomer Edward Barnard and the mathematician James 
Gregory, who expressed admiration for Vernon’s “great 
knowledge in many sciences and languages.”4 Vernon would be 
among the first to see the young Isaac Newton’s influential 
treatise on calculus, “De analysi per equationes numero 
terminorum infinitas,” sent to him by the mathematician John 
Collins.s Upon his return to England in 1672, Vernon himself was 
elected to the Royal Society, his nomination made by none other 
than its secretary, Henry Oldenburg. 

Vernon didn’t linger long in London. By June 1675, he was on 
the move to Venice and then to Greece, disembarking on 
Zakynthos with Eastcourt. The pair had decided to break off from 
their traveling party bound for Constantinople and to journey 
instead around the Greek Peloponnese and on to Athens where 
they stayed a few months.s In September, they crossed to the 
north side of the Gulf of Corinth, where Eastcourt fell ill and died. 
Vernon returned to Athens, where he stayed until late that year, 
copying inscriptions and examining architectural monuments. In 
all, he visited the Acropolis three times with the express purpose 
of measuring the Parthenon.7 Vernon’s calculations have proven 
to be remarkably accurate. Especially significant is his 
measurement of the width of the interior room, or cella, at the 
east end of the temple, where others would reckon only the size 
of the exterior colonnade. Just twelve years later, Venetian 
cannons would blow the interior of the Parthenon to bits, and the 
original dimensions of the room Vernon had taken such care to 
measure would be lost but for him. Fortunately, he had recorded 
his findings in his personal diary as well as in a letter to 
Oldenburg posted from Smyrna on January 10, 1676, before 
setting off for his fateful rendezvous in Isfahan.s 

Vernon was the first to see in the Parthenon frieze animals 
brought to sacrifice followed by a triumphant procession. 
Somehow, he found time to look up from his calculations to 
describe the “very curious sculptures” (facing page) in the letter 
he posted from Smyrna.9 And in writing of the south frieze in his 
diary entry for August 26, 1675, Vernon notes, “Men to west end 
on horseback people in triumphant/Chariotts.” His entry for 


November 8 describes a procession showing “Severall Bullockes 
with people conducting them to Sacrifice.”10 Vernon’s field notes 
having been lost at sea, his personal diary and the letter to 
Oldenburg preserve his only surviving observations on what he 
calls the “Temple of Minerva.” The building “will always bear 
witness that the ancient Athenians were a magnificent and 
ingenious people,” he writes. Vernon didn’t leave Athens without 
making his own mark. To this day, one can see “Francis Vernon” 
carved on a block on the south wall of the Theseion, a temple 
that has been since ascribed to Hephaistos, in the Athenian 
Agora.ii1 This inscription includes the date, 1675, as well as the 
names of his companions, Eastcourt and Bernard Randolph. 12 


West portico of Parthenon. William J. Stillman, from albumen silver print, 
1882. (illustration credit ill.45) 


Precious few commentaries on the Parthenon sculptures 
between antiquity and the seventeenth century survive, making 
Vernon’s observations all the more significant. That he takes a 
careful look at the long “ribbon” 13 of figured relief that wrapped 
around the interior of the Parthenon’s colonnade is not 
surprising: the exquisiteness of its carving, the classic lines and 
features of its human figures, the sensitive modeling of the 


drapery over flesh—all these aspects have led to the recognition 
of “Parthenonian style” as the highest standard for Western 
perceptions of beauty. But that he should have beheld in those 
lovely figures something that succeeding centuries of 
commentaries have failed (or been reluctant) to perceive, that it 
shows a triumphant sacrificial procession, may be the ultimate 
tribute to this remarkable man’s powers of seeing.14 


THE EARLIEST SURVIVING EXPLANATION of the Parthenon sculptures 
dates a full six hundred years after the temple was built. In his 
Description of Greece, the traveler Pausanias, who visited the 
Acropolis in the second century A.D., identifies the subject matter 
of the east pediment as the birth of Athena, and Athena’s contest 
with Poseidon as that on the west.i5 He also describes in detail 
the monumental gold and ivory statue, the so-called Athena 
Parthenos, housed within the east room of the temple. Dazzled by 
the radiance of the colossal image, Pausanias heads straight for 
the east door to peer inside at the statue, apparently never 
looking up to notice the frieze set high among the shadows 
within the porch (below). 

Had he looked up, Pausanias might have caught a glimpse of 
the lively spectacle, a band of sculptured relief showing 378 
human and 245 animal figures and running some 160 meters 
(525 feet) around the top of the cella wall within the colonnade. 
Set at a height of 14 meters, or about 46 feet, and deeply shaded 
under the ceiling of the peristyle for most of the day, the frieze 
measures just over 1 meter from top to bottom, or roughly 3 feet 
4 inches in height. 


FRIEZE METOPES PEDIMENT 
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Parthenon’s sculptural program: pediments, metopes, and frieze. (illustration 
credit ill.46) 


Much has been written in recent years about the viewing of the 
Parthenon frieze, the framing of its images between the columns, 
and the optimal lines of sight for the spectators down below.16 
Truth be told, the frieze would have been difficult to see from 
ground level. The earthbound Athenian would, of course, have 
made out the profiles of figures set against the frieze’s deep blue 
painted background. Skin pigments of reddish brown for men and 
white for women would have made the sexes distinguishable at a 
distance. Light green and red pigment preserved on costumes 
worn by some of the horsemen, and traces of green paint on a 
few of the rocks shown on the west frieze, give a hint of how 
vibrantly colored the frieze originally appeared. Gilding is 
preserved on the heads of certain figures, enlivening their hair. 
Horses were painted in white, black, and brown. There are drill 
holes for the attachment of bronze bridles and reins, gilded 
sandal straps, and other details that would have fairly glistened.17 
Smaller details in the carving would have been obscure, like the 
composition as a whole.is But viewers would have already known 
the subject matter, thus easily recognizing the figures glimpsed 


between the columns. Still, to peer straight up at the frieze from 
thirty to forty feet below would have required an inordinate 
amount of squinting and neck craning.19 

In fact, the primary intended viewers of the Parthenon frieze 
were not mortal visitors to the Acropolis but the gods eternally 
gazing down upon it. As Brunilde Ridgway’s aptly titled book 
expresses it, sculptured images on Greek temples were meant as 
“prayers in stone.”20 Conditioned as we are to focus on our own 
experience as viewers, it is hard to fathom a world in which the 
pleasure of the gods came first. But it did. The perfection of the 
Parthenon frieze is all the more astonishing when we consider 
that, apart from the sculptors who carved it in situ, very few 
people had the opportunity to see this masterwork up close.21 

While the principal purpose of architectural sculpture was to 
delight the gods, humans were certainly enthralled and edified by 
the sculptured decoration of Greek temples. Euripides’s sketch of 
a chorus of Athenian serving maids admiring the sculptures of the 
sanctuary of Apollo at Delphi provides a rare glimpse into the 
viewing experience of pilgrims at a Panhellenic shrine. The young 
Ion, servant of Apollo’s temple, guides the Athenian women 
through the iconography, pointing out the hero Herakles (assisted 
by Iolaos) battling the Lernaean Hydra in one sculptured panel. 
“Friend, look over here!...I see him,” cry the chorus of serving 
maids, adding, “I cast my eye everywhere.” Ion draws the 
women’s attention to an image of the goddess Athena shaking her 
Gorgon shield at Enkelados in the battle of the gods and the 
Giants. “I see my goddess, Pallas!” chimes the chorus, in an 
ecstatic moment of recognition when the cosmic war of aeons 
past is suddenly rendered present.22 Visual culture was intended 
not merely as an aesthetic experience but also to inform and 
educate, particularly in matters of the common faith. Above all, 
images rendered the gods and heroes present within the 
sanctuary. The power of the image was much nearer the power of 
reality in such a time and place where there were no mere 
likenesses. 

The word for “sculpture” or “statue” in Greek was agalma, 
which literally means “pleasing gift” or “delight.”23 Works of art 
needed to be perfect in order to please and honor divinities in a 
fitting way. It is often noted, sometimes with surprise, that the 
backsides of the Parthenon’s pedimental figures are carved, even 


though they would never have been seen once put in place (this 
page, second figure). Set close against the tympanum wall of the 
gable, the posteriors of these figures would be known only to the 
gods, who might well be offended by imperfections humans 
would not notice. 

Contrary to this understanding, it is the human response to the 
Parthenon sculptures that has preoccupied commentators over 
the centuries. The first post-antique description of the temple we 
have is that of Niccolo da Martoni, who wrote about it in his 
Pilgrimage Book after a visit to Athens in February 1395.24 By this 
time the Parthenon had been transformed, first into a Christian 
church, becoming Orthodox with the great schism of Christianity 
around 1000 and then, after the Frankish conquest of 1204, into 
a Latin cathedral known as Notre-Dame d’Athénes.25 Martoni 
praises the precious icons that he sees within the church as well 
as the relics of saints and a copy of the gospels said to have been 
transcribed by the emperor Constantine’s mother, Helen. Martoni 
then describes the Parthenon itself: its size, the number of its 
columns (he counts sixty), its construction, and its sculptural 
decoration. He is particularly impressed by a story he was told 
regarding the temple’s marble doors: these were the gates of 
Troy, brought to Athens by victorious Greeks after the Trojan 
War. Martoni’s account demonstrates the staying power of local 
narrative and its role in shaping, and reshaping, the myth-history 
of the Parthenon. 

Without an ancient source to confirm what ancient viewers saw 
in the Parthenon frieze, post-antique interpreters have been free 
to reconstruct meanings on their own. The first to comment 
directly on the frieze was Cyriaco de’ Pizzicolli, known as 
Cyriacos of Ancona. This Italian merchant, humanist, and 
antiquarian served as envoy for Pope Eugenius IV. He visited 
Athens in 1436 and in 1444, writing detailed letters, keeping 
diaries, and making careful drawings on each trip.26 A fire at the 
library of Pesaro in 1514 destroyed Cyriacos’s original drawings 
of the Parthenon. But copies had been made, some more reliable 
than others, to give us a good sense of what he saw and how he 
saw it. One reproduction, made in silverpoint as a presentation 
sample of his work for Pietro Donato, bishop of Padua, 
reproduces a drawing (following page) from a letter Cyriacos 
wrote to Andreolo Giustiniani-Banca from the island of Chios on 


March 29, 1444.27 In a Latin text above the drawing, Cyriacos 
writes, “My special preference was to revisit...[the] greatly 
celebrated temple of the divine Pallas and to examine it more 
carefully from every angle. Built of solid, finished marble, it was 
the admirable work of Phidias, as we know from the testimony of 
Aristotle’s instructions to king Alexander as well as from our own 
Pliny.” Cyriacos goes on to give a detailed description of the 
Parthenon: “It is raised up on 58 columns: 12 at each of its two 
fronts, two rows of six in the middle and, outside the walls, 
seventeen along each side.”2s8 

Importantly, Cyriacos gives the first documented identification 
of the Parthenon frieze as a depiction of a contemporaneous 
historical event, set in the fifth century B.c. He writes, “On the 
topmost friezes of the walls ... the noted artist fashioned with 
outstanding skill [representations of] Athenian victories during 
Perikles’s time.”29 In this letter, Cyriacos invokes the issues that 
have dominated discussions of the Parthenon ever since: its status 
as a masterpiece; its authorship and the master sculptor Pheidias; 
a preoccupation with counting; and, of course, the reading of the 
frieze as a historical event, set in the days of Perikles. We must 
ask ourselves whether ancient Athenian viewers would have been 
preoccupied with these same matters, or whether they merely 
reflect the tastes and interests of the Italian Renaissance, during 
which Cyriacos lived. 

Cyriacos’s drawings suggest that the eye of the beholder very 
much shaped his vision of the Parthenon. They show distorted 
proportions and inaccurate placement of the sculptures in relation 
to the architecture. Fanciful additions, including winged cherubs 
crowding the west pediment, betray the influence of popular 
Renaissance types (above). The tall narrowness of his Parthenon, 
apparently set on a high podium, is more suited to a Roman 
temple than to a building of the classical Greek period. Cyriacos’s 
stylish Athena, shown struggling with frisking horses on his 
version of the west pediment, looks more like a wellborn lady of 
the quattrocento than a Greek goddess.30 Her rival Poseidon has 
been wholly omitted from the composition. 
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Cyriacos of Ancona, copy of drawing of Parthenon’s west façade in silverpoint 
and ink. (illustration credit ill.47) 


Cyriacos gets his numbers hopelessly wrong, too, from his 
calculations of the column diameters (5 feet), to the width of the 
peristyle corridors (8 feet), to the dimensions of the entablature 
beams (9.5 by 4 feet).31 We must ask: Why have modern 
interpreters been happy to accept Cyriacos’s view of the 
Parthenon frieze as a representation of a historical event even 
knowing that so many of his other observations are completely 
off the mark? 

The Ottoman Turkish writer Evliya Celebi visited the Acropolis 
sometime between 1667 and 1669. Like Cyriacos, he saw the 
Parthenon very much through his own lens. This colorful 
courtier, musician, and litterateur recounted his expedition to 
Greece in the eighth of the ten volumes of his Book of Travels 
(Seyahatname). This work has been described as “possibly the 


longest and most ambitious travel account by any writer in any 
language.”32 By the time Celebi visited Athens, the Parthenon had 
been transformed into a mosque, a consequence of the Ottoman 
conquest of 1458. “We have seen all the mosques of the world,” 
Celebi writes, “but we have never seen the likes of this!” Celebi is 
amazed by the “sixty tall and well-proportioned columns of white 
marble, laid out in two rows one above the other.”33 He is equally 
impressed with four great columns of red porphyry set between 
the prayer niche and the pulpit, beside which stand four 
additional columns of emerald-green marble. These colored 
columns were, no doubt, remnants of an earlier phase in the 
Parthenon’s reconfiguration, surviving from its days as a Christian 
basilica. 

Gelebi’s enthusiasm for the Parthenon sculptures is palpable. 
“The human mind cannot indeed comprehend these images—they 
are white magic, beyond human capacity,” he writes. Extoling the 
“hundreds of thousands of works of art carved in white virgin 
marble,” he observes that “whoever looks upon them falls into 
ecstasy and his body grows weak and his eyes water for 
delight.”34 Celebi further reflects that in these sculptures the 
“human forms seem to be endowed with souls.” His imagination 
gets the better of him, however, when he attempts a catalog of 
the figures he sees. “Whatever living creatures the Lord Creator 
has created, from Adam to the Resurrection, are depicted in these 
marble statues around the courtyard of the mosque,” he writes. 
“Fearful and ugly demons, jinns, Satan the Whisperer, the Sneak, 
the Farter; fairies, angels, dragons, earth-beasts;...sea-beasts, 
elephants, rhinoceri, giraffes, horned vipers, snakes, centipedes, 
scorpions, tortoises, crocodiles, sea-sprites; thousands of mice, 
cats, lions, leopards, tigers, cheetahs, lynxes; ghouls, cherubs.”35 
The mind reels attempting to reconcile Celebi’s report of this 
fantastical menagerie with what we know of the Parthenon 
sculptures today. 

It is, however, the expedition of the artist James Stuart and the 
amateur architect Nicholas Revett, organized on behalf of the 
Society of Dilettanti from 1751 to 1753, that has had the most 
lasting impact on our understanding of the Parthenon sculptures. 
The English travelers surveyed, calculated, and drew the 
Parthenon, presenting their work in a sumptuous multivolume 
publication, The Antiquities of Athens: Measured and Delineated.36 


In volume 2, published in 1787, the authors present drawings of 
the Parthenon frieze, offering as well an interpretation of what it 
depicts: the Panathenaic procession.37 Stuart and Revett 
identified the cavalcade and chariots moving from west to east 
along the flanks of the Parthenon as the Athenian army following 
behind bearers of offerings, musicians, maidens, elders, and those 
who lead animals to sacrifice (below and this page-this page and 
front of book). In the eyes of Stuart and Revett, the marchers 
collectively represent the Athenian citizenry celebrating the great 
city feast of the Panathenaia.3s 

The procession marches toward gods seated either side of a 
group of five mortals at the very center of the east frieze, 
positioned just above the door of the temple. We see a woman 
with two girls, at left, and a man and a child holding a piece of 
cloth, at right (this page and this page and front of book). The 
identification of this scene rests firmly on the assumption that the 
cloth displayed is the sacred dress, or peplos, of Athena, a gift 
presented to the goddess as the culminating event of the 
Panathenaic ritual. But Stuart and Revett first advanced this idea 
only tentatively and as a query: “May we not suppose this folded 
cloth to represent the peplos?”39 Over time, their gentle question 
has hardened into established dogma. 
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Parthenon frieze, sequence and direction of procession. (illustration credit 
ill.48) 


Seldom has this view been challenged over the past 220 years, 
though it has presented enormous difficulties for a coherent 
reading of the frieze. This central panel of the east frieze has long 
been called the “peplos scene” or sometimes even the “enigmatic 
peplos incident,” a highly unsatisfactory name for what plainly 


seems to be the climax of the entire composition,40 prominently 
set above the main door of the temple, where anyone entering 
might look up and see it. Interpreters have struggled to 
understand whether the image shows the presentation of the new 
peplos to Athena or the folding up and putting away of the old 
peplos.41 This second view would certainly be something of an 
anticlimax, obliging us to ask why there might be such a postlude 
in what should be a place of culmination and central meaning. 

Scholars have assembled lists of all the elements we should 
expect to find in a Panathenaic procession, gathered from sources 
of late classical through Byzantine date. But their lists do not 
match what we see on the Parthenon.42 We know that a wellborn 
maiden, called a kanephoros after the basket, or kanoun, that she 
carried, was chosen to lead the Panathenaic procession.43 But we 
see no basket bearer on the frieze.44 Athenian allies are known to 
have served as tribute bearers in the procession and resident 
foreign women as water bearers. These, too, however, are absent. 
At least from the fourth century B.c. but probably even earlier, a 
wheeled ship-cart transported the peplos, hoisted like a sail up its 
mast, as it made its way in procession through the Agora and up 
the Sacred Way to the Acropolis. But this spectacle is nowhere to 
be seen on the frieze.4s Above all, we miss the hoplites, the 
famous foot soldiers who were the heart and soul of the Athenian 
army from the Archaic period on.46 If the Parthenon frieze does 
indeed show a fifth-century Athenian army, the hoplites could not 
conceivably be omitted. 

Equally strange is the presence of figures we would not expect 
to find in a Panathenaic procession. We see men bringing heavy 
water jars (this page and this page and front of book), when we 
know that it was foreign women who carried water for the 
Panathenaia.47 Even more troubling is the anachronistic 
appearance of chariots, which had not been used in Greek 
warfare since the Late Bronze Age, some seven hundred years 
earlier.48 

The reading of the frieze as a contemporary event set in the 
fifth century B.c. would also propose a singular exception to all 
conventions for Greek temple decoration, which consistently 
derived its subject matter from myth.49 Indeed, recent work on 
the function of images in ancient Greece has stressed their 
primary role as vehicles to help us see what could no longer be 


seen, that is, the legendary days of the mythical past.so Visual 
representations served as markers of memory (hypomnemata or 
mnemeia) for what once was, and so it seems strange to 
memorialize the same spectacle that could be observed in the 
flesh each year at the Small Panathenaia or every fourth year (on 
a grander scale) at the Great Panathenaia. It would not square 
even with the rest of the Parthenon’s sculptural program. The 
pediments indisputably show the birth of Athena and the contest 
of Poseidon and Athena for patronage of the city. Its metopes 
show gods battling Giants and Greeks fighting Amazons, 
Centaurs, and Trojans. Why should the frieze depart from this 
otherwise mythological program? 


North frieze, Parthenon, showing animals led to sacrifice, offering bearers, 
musicians, elders, chariots, and horsemen. (illustration credit ill.49) 


This was a question asked repeatedly by the architectural 
historian A. W. Lawrence, who followed his famous older brother, 
T. E. Lawrence, in the study of archaeology at Oxford. Arnold 
went on to hold the Laurence Chair in Classical Archaeology at 
Cambridge from 1944 to 1951. Many of Arnold Lawrence’s 
perspicacious insights have stood the test of time, above all his 
concern for the anomaly posed by the traditional reading of the 
Parthenon frieze. “This must have verged on profanation,” he 
writes in his 1951 article “The Acropolis and Persepolis.” “At 
every other Greek temple the sculpture illustrates mythological 
scenes.”51 Twenty years later, Lawrence reiterated this concern: 
“Never before had a contemporary subject been treated on a 
religious building and no subsequent Greek instance is 
known... The flagrant breach with tradition requires 
explanation.”52 


To be fair, some scholars have argued for a mythological 
interpretation, but no known myth could be adduced that 
adequately fit the images. Already fifty years ago, Chrysoula 
Kardara read the central panel of the east frieze as a 
representation of the inauguration or first Panathenaic festival, an 
overall approach that makes very good sense, though she did not 
have the benefit of the surviving text of Euripides’s Erechtheus.53 
Kardara identified the figures in the central panel (above and this 
page) as King Kekrops and the child Erechtheus/Erichthonios 
handing over the new peplos to Athena. She saw the female 
figures at left of the scene as Mother Earth (Ge) with two of 
Kekrops’s daughters. Kristian Jeppesen, who likewise wrote 
before the Erechtheus fragments were found, identified the adult 
male figure at the center of the scene as Boutes, brother of 
Erechtheus, standing with the child Erichthonios. He saw the 
female figures at the left as the three daughters of Kekrops: Herse, 
Aglauros, and Pandrosos.s4 Some interpreters reject any and all 
notions of a unified narrative subject for the frieze, seeing it as a 
series of images with multiple meanings. Still others, unwilling to 
see the frieze as a snapshot of reality but unable to find a myth to 
fit, view it as a vague reference to a timeless, generic 
Panathenaia.5s 


Erechtheus and family flanked by Hera and Zeus (at left), Athena and 
Hephaistos (at right), east frieze, Parthenon. (illustration credit ill.50) 


Burkhard Fehr sees no link whatsoever between the Parthenon 
frieze and the Panathenaia.s6 Instead, he reads the frieze as a 
comprehensive discourse on Athenian democracy, illustrating the 
correct behavior of members of the community within this 
democratic system. For Fehr, the central panel of the east frieze 
presents an exemplum of the ideal family unit. We are looking at 
the Greek oikos (household) in which a mother trains her 
daughters in textile production while the father presents his 


young son with a himation (mantle), the ultimate symbol of 
citizen status. 


I HAD NEVER HEARD of the mummies of Pierre Jouguet, let alone the 
momentous discovery of the papyrus fragments wrapped around 
them, until a bone-chillingly cold afternoon in a guest room at 
Lincoln College, Oxford. It was early January 1991, and I was 
deep into research for my book on Greek priestesses, fast on the 
trail of Queen Praxithea. Huddled beside an electric fire, I opened 
Jan Bremmer’s Interpretations of Greek Mythology, keen to read 
Robert Parker’s article “Myths of Early Athens.” Within seconds I 
forgot the frosty chill of the guest room, enthralled by the tale of 
the Athenian king Erechtheus and how he sacrificed his daughter 
to save the city. Why had I never heard of this riveting story in 
my years of study? And how soon could I get my hands on a copy 
of Euripides’s text? 

Lincoln College’s resident papyrologist, Nigel Wilson, lived 
steps away in the front quad. He obligingly lent me his copy of 
Nova fragmenta Euripidea, which I carried across the Turl to the 
newsstand for photocopying. Holding the Kleine Texte edition 
down on the flashing glass of a first-generation Xerox machine, I 
watched as, page by page, Euripides’s Erechtheus spilled out in 
one long roll of slippery paper, strangely reminiscent of papyrus 
scrolls of the ancient past. 

I carried the Xerox around with me for the better part of the 
next six months, working on the fragmentary Greek whenever I 
could steal a free moment, all the while waiting for a time when I 
could turn my full attention to the text. World events conspired to 
bring three full months of unexpected research time the following 
summer. As director of excavations on the island of Yeronisos off 
western Cyprus, I usually head for the trenches in May to begin 
the summer field season. But the dig had to be canceled in 1991, 
because of Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait and the ensuing 
first Gulf War. Operation Desert Storm’s ground campaign had 
begun at the end of February, and by spring uncertainty still hung 
in the air. It was this unforeseen chain of events that grounded 
me Stateside for a full summer of unscheduled and uninterrupted 


research. Euripides’s Erechtheus was the first order of business. 

Staring out the leaded windows of Bryn Mawr College’s 
classical seminar room in the Thomas Library, I fixed my eyes on 
the weeping cherry tree below. It was late afternoon, August 15, 
and I had finally finished reading through the fragmentary Greek 
text. I was stunned by the power of Praxithea’s patriotic speech 
and intrigued by Athena’s appointment of Praxithea as first 
priestess of Athena Polias, and my mind’s eye turned to the 
central panel of the Parthenon’s east frieze. I had been poring 
over it all morning, trying to come to grips with the woman at its 
very center, the so-called priestess of Athena. Why didn’t she hold 
a temple key, the single attribute that would absolutely confirm 
her priestly status? Confirm, that is, if she were a historical 
priestess. But what if she were the first, mythical priestess of 
Athena, Queen Praxithea herself? Thus two independent lines of 
inquiry, both in pursuit of the priestess of Athena, collided in a 
single image shown on the east frieze. Could I be looking at what 
Euripides is talking about: a family group, with father, mother, 
and three daughters? And do I see Queen Praxithea, mother and 
priestess, at the very center of it all? 

By November the following year, I stood face-to-face with Colin 
Austin himself, there in the Cambridge University lecture hall 
where Anthony Snodgrass had invited me to present my 
reinterpretation of the Parthenon frieze. I had set aside the 
priestess book and had worked on nothing else throughout the 
intervening fifteen months, devouring all I could find on 
foundation myths, landscape, memory, ritual, sacrifice, drama, 
democracy, and architectural sculpture. And now I met the man 
who had first recognized in Sorbonne Papyrus 2328 the words of 
Euripides himself. Colin held in his hand the Kleine Texte volume 
containing the Erechtheus fragments. As we left with a band of 
students and faculty making our way to the post-lecture 
reception, he asked: “Would you like to read it together?” And 
when we had finished, seated there at the far end of the table of 
merrymakers, he turned and asked if I would care to read it 
again. So we went back to the beginning and read the play 
through for a second time. This was the first of many such 
encounters and the beginning of an enduring conversation. Colin 
never stopped learning from the Erechtheus fragments and 
encouraged me to do the same. His untimely death in 2010 sadly 


brought an end to our wide-ranging discussions, but following his 
advice, I have continued to learn from all that this remarkably 
rich text has to teach. 


AND SO I OFFER a wholly new paradigm for understanding the 
Parthenon frieze, one that sees it as a representation of the great 
foundation myth from Athens’s legendary past.s7 Viewing the 
frieze against the backdrop of the story set out in Euripides’s 
Erechtheus, we can understand, for the first time, the momentous 
family portrait shown in the central panel of its east side. Mother, 
father, and three daughters have embarked on a supreme act of 
selfless love for their city, an act of ultimate sacrifice that 
exemplifies the core values upon which Athenian democracy was 
built. The unthinkable will be demanded of this family, and yet 
its members will not be found wanting. They shall give their 
utmost for the community, laying aside self-interest to serve a 
greater, common good. 


Erechtheus (second from right), Praxithea (center), and daughters preparing for 
sacrifice, east frieze, Parthenon. (illustration credit ill.51) 


Understanding these figures as members of a family group 
enables us to perceive subtle adjustments in their heights, 
communicating that the three girls are sisters of three separate 
ages (above). The maiden at far left stands slightly shorter than 
the girl beside her, while the child at far right is shorter still.ss 
Indeed, the “enigma” of this scene falls away as we recognize the 


Athenian royal family: Erechtheus, Praxithea, and their three 
daughters.59 

This portrait group would have been immediately recognizable 
to Athenians because of the distinctive presence of three girls. 
Most royal families in Greek myth had at least one treasured son. 
The Athenian dynasty was unusual for its abundance of daughters 
and scarcity of male heirs. As we have seen, by most accounts, 
Erechtheus had three daughters, as did Kekrops before him and 
Deukalion even earlier still. From its first days, then, the 
Acropolis was inhabited by a profusion of royal maidens. This is 
not surprising given that the patron of the city was a female 
divinity. There is a synergy and cohesion between the virgin 
goddess of the city and the virgin daughters of its earliest kings. 


Royal family of Elis preparing for chariot race with Zeus at center, Queen 
Sterope and King Oinomaos at left, Pelops and Hippodameia at right. Olympia, 
east pediment. (illustration credit ill.52) 


If we look to the greatest temple that immediately preceded the 
Parthenon, that of Zeus at Olympia completed in 456 B.c., we 
similarly find on its east end the local royal family in a solemn 
lineup (above).co King Oinomaos of Elis, his wife, Sterope, his 
daughter Hippodameia, and her suitor, Pelops, are shown in the 
pediment rather than on a frieze, but the parallel is nonetheless 
strong. The east facade of a temple is always its most significant: 
this is the location of the main entrance that faces the open-air 
altar upon which sacrifice was offered. Unlike in Christian 
churches, Greek altars were located outside and to the east of 
temple buildings. This allowed the cult statue to look out through 


the front door, to watch and savor the animal sacrifices offered to 
it. Importantly, having the front door at the east end of the 
temple allowed the rising sun to pour its radiance upon the icon 
of the divinity each morning. One must remember, the cult statue 
was no mere representation of the god but the divine presence 
itself. Cult statues therefore needed to be awakened with first 
light, bathed, dressed, fed, and delighted with animal sacrifice, 
offerings, and gifts.61 

In keeping with the primacy of the east facade, we shall begin 
our look at the Parthenon frieze here and work our way westward 
to the back of the temple. This, of course, is the reverse of the 
direction that pilgrims would have taken as they entered the 
Acropolis at the west and walked along the flanks of the 
Parthenon toward its east end. But this only serves to remind us 
that the intended primary viewer of the Parthenon sculptures was 
Athena, not the human visitors. To make sense of the sculptures, 
then, we must read from the goddess’s point of view, beginning at 
the east, where our narrative starts.62 

The woman shown at the very center of the east frieze has long 
been identified as a fifth-century priestess of Athena Polias, a cult 
title meaning “Athena of the City.”63 Strikingly, though, she lacks 
the chief iconographic indicator of her sacred office: the temple 
key. From the Archaic period on, large, rodlike keys served to 
identify priestesses. These women appear in terra-cotta and stone 
statuary, on grave markers, and in vase painting, their rank at the 
top of the temple hierarchy always recognizable by the keys they 
hold.c4 We need only look to the image of Athena’s priestess on a 
fourth-century B.c. honorary relief found on the Acropolis to see 
the prominence of the temple key cradled in her left arm 
(previous page).65 Raising her right hand in a gesture of prayer, 
the priestess stands beside the statue of Athena Parthenos. Nike 
(Victory), perched on Athena’s hand, leans over to crown the 
priestess with honors. We would expect a historical priestess on 
the Parthenon frieze to look much like this woman on the 
honorary relief set up on the Acropolis in the late classical period. 
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Honorary relief, Athena with Victory crowning priestess at lower left, found on 
the Athenian Acropolis. Second half of fourth century B.c. (illustration credit 
ill.53) 


The absence of a key in the hand of the woman at the center of 
the east frieze is, in fact, the catalyst for this entire revisionary 
study of the Parthenon. For it was in writing Portrait of a Priestess: 
Women and Ritual in Ancient Greece that I first had to account for 
this so-called keyless “priestess.” Ultimately, I had to reject the 
conventional reading of this scene and open myself to a wider 
range of possibilities as to whom this female figure represents. 
The Parthenon Enigma is a direct result of this conundrum. 

And so, on that August afternoon at Bryn Mawr, the full 
kaleidoscope of possibilities converged to focus upon a singular 
realization. The woman shown at the center of the east frieze has 
as yet no need of a key, for she is none other than the first 
mythical priestess of Athena, Praxithea herself. In fact, the queen 
is shown here just before the sacrifice of her daughter, before the 
goddess proclaimed her a priestess. She lacks the temple key 


because there was not yet a temple on the Acropolis to be locked 
or unlocked. Praxithea is, indeed, the Ur-priestess of Athena 
Polias, and her vibrant story provides the founding myth upon 
which the historical priesthood would be based. 

The bearded man shown behind her has traditionally been 
identified as the priest of Poseidon-Erechtheus or, alternatively, 
as the chief magistrate of Athens, the archon basileus.cs But there 
is no evidence for the participation of either man in the 
culminating rite of the Panathenaia, a feast that was ministered 
by female cult officials.c67 What is distinctive about this man is his 
costume. He wears the long, unbelted, short-sleeved tunic 
typically worn by priests, indeed by men who offer sacrifice. Attic 
funeral reliefs that commemorate priests show them dressed in 
this same costume.cs A priest named Simos (facing page) wears it 
on a marble gravestone of fourth-century B.c. date. Like the man 
in the center of the Parthenon’s east frieze, Simos strikes a 
contrapposto pose, with weight shifted onto his right leg. In his 
right hand, he holds the knife of sacrifice, the standard attribute 
for male priesthood and counterpart to the temple key of female 
sacred office. The knife identifies Simos as the one who slits the 
throat of the sacrificial animal.co 


Late classical Attic funerary relief of priest named Simos. Late fifth/early fourth 
century, Athens. (illustration credit ill.54) 


That the male figure in the center of the east frieze carries no 
knife argues against his identification as a historical priest of the 
fifth century B.c. But what man would be standing with Queen 
Praxithea and her daughters? The mythical king Erechtheus is 
dressed as a sacrificer as he solemnly prepares to offer his 
youngest daughter, in accordance with the Delphic oracle. The 
priesthood of Poseidon-Erechtheus will be established in his 
memory, just as the priesthood of Athena Polias will remember 
his wife, Praxithea. 

The identity and sex of the child shown at the far right of the 
scene (following page) are vigorously debated. Is this a girl or is 
it a boy? The eighteenth-century commentators Stuart and Revett 
saw the figure as a girl.7o During the nineteenth century and most 
of the twentieth, interpreters tended to see a boy. In 1975, Martin 
Robertson, Lincoln Professor of Classical Archaeology and Art at 
Oxford, reinvigorated the debate, arguing afresh that we have a 
little girl here. He pointed to the horizontal creases encircling the 
child’s neck as distinctively feminine, indeed as the signs of 
female beauty sometimes referred to as “Venus rings.”71 John 


Boardman, Robertson’s successor to the Lincoln Professorship, 
followed in identifying the child as a girl. Employing comparative 
anatomy of masculine and feminine posteriors, he contrasted the 
configuration of a boy’s bare bottom (this page), shown on the 
north frieze, with that of the child shown at the center of the east 
frieze, concluding that the two children must be of different 
sexes.72 Today, the field stands evenly divided between those who 
see a boy and those who see a girl in this figure.73 

I would argue that it matters little whether this figure looks to 
the modern eye like a girl or a boy. Archaic and classical Greek 
artists were so unused to depicting the female nude that when 
confronted with this challenge, they relied on what they knew 
best: the male nude. A fine example can be seen on a red-figure 
vase in Bari, Italy, showing nude girls exercising (facing page).74 
They are endowed with well-developed masculine physiques, 
heavy musculature approaching that of bodybuilders. The girls’ 
breasts emerge implausibly from their armpits, as_ if 
afterthoughts. 
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Erechtheus and daughter displaying her funerary dress, east frieze, Parthenon. 
(illustration credit ill.55) 


Women exercising in palaistra. Krater, from Rutigliano. Bari, Museo Civico, 
Italy. (illustration credit ill.56) 


Anatomical analysis will not provide the answer as to the 
child’s sex. For this we must depend on context. Those who see a 
boy must construct an unattested scenario in which a temple boy 
participated in the culminating ritual of the Panathenaia.7s 
Within the context of Greek religion, which regularly required 
that female attendants serve the cults of female divinities, 
especially in the case of virgin goddesses, it would be very 
surprising to find a boy involved so prominently in the sacred rite 
of Athena.76 

What of the cloth? Athena’s peplos was, from the very start, 
women’s work. Wool from which to weave it was washed and 
carded by virgin hands. The little fingers of prepubescent girls, 
known as arrephoroi, set its warp under the supervision of 
Athena’s priestess. A team of noblewomen known as ergastinai, or 
“worker-weavers,” labored at their looms to produce the dress 
over a nine-month period that corresponded to the gestation term 
of a baby.77 It is unlikely that such care would be taken with the 
sacred garment only for it then to be “manhandled” by a priest 
and a boy. Indeed, within the context of Greek ritual, male hands 
might even have been perceived as contaminating, entirely 
unsuited to touching the goddess’s dress. Surely it was the 
priestess who presented the peplos to Athena, just as in the Iliad 


the Trojan priestess Theano offers Athena a beautifully woven 
fabric in supplication.7s 

Those who view the child as a girl usually identify her as one 
of the historical arrephoroi, a pair of seven- to eleven-year-old 
girls selected from prominent citizen families to serve on the 
Acropolis for a festival cycle.7o Their cult title signals that they 
carry “unnamed” or “secret” things, the arreta. The girls 
participated in a special nighttime ceremony, the Arrephoria, in 
which they transported the “unnamable things” down the slopes 
of the Acropolis.so Later, they carried something else back up 
again. The girls also served at the festival of the Chalkeia, during 
which they helped with the warping and weaving of the peplos. 
But, as we’ve said, the arrephoroi are always mentioned as acting 
in pairs, sometimes two pairs together, probably representing the 
outgoing and the incoming teams of two. That the child shown at 
the far right of the central panel has no partner makes it unlikely 
that she represents an arrephoros.si 

When viewed with reference to the foundation myth, however, 
this child may be identified as the youngest daughter of King 
Erechtheus and Queen Praxithea. She is about to be sacrificed at 
the hand of her father, who is dressed as a priest for the event. 
Apollodoros tells us that Erechtheus sacrificed his youngest 
daughter first.s2 The girl’s dress is, very conspicuously, opened at 
the side, revealing her nude buttocks. It would be unthinkable for 
a historical girl, an arrephoros from an elite family, to be 
portrayed with backside casually exposed during the most sacred 
moment of the Panathenaic ritual.s3 

I would argue that the girl’s nudity is not accidental. Her 
garment is open to communicate that she is in the process of 
changing clothes. Removing her everyday attire, our heroine is 
about to put on her funerary dress, a great winding sheet that she 
and her father hold up for all to see. Through a pictorial device 
known as “simultaneous narrative,” the artist compresses present 
and future events into a single image.s4 We see the dressing ritual 
of the present and anticipate the virgin sacrifice that is to follow 
moments later, its imminence betokened by the shroud. 

In the Greek world, young women who died before marriage 
were buried in their wedding dresses.ss Therefore, in Greek 
tragedy, we find maidens headed for death changing, in advance, 
into their bridal/funerary robes. In the Trojan Women, Euripides 


presents the princess-prophetess Kassandra as she is taken from 
Troy, dressed as a bride for Agamemnon.so In fact, Kassandra is 
dressing for her murder at the hands of Klytaimnestra. So, too, in 
Iphigeneia at Aulis, Euripides presents his heroine all decked out in 
her wedding finery (kosmos), complete with a bridal crown 
(stephane), as she prepares for what she thinks will be her 
marriage to Achilles.s7 Actually, of course, Iphigeneia is going to 
her death. 
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Polyxena sacrificed by Neoptolemos at tomb of Achilles near Troy. Tyrrhenian 
amphora by the Timiades Painter, ca. 570-560 B.c. (illustration credit ill.57) 


Some skeptics view the folded fabric in the so-called peplos 
scene as being too large for the funerary dress of a sacrificial 
maiden. But throughout Greek tragedy special emphasis is placed 
on the voluminousness of the garments worn by virgins as they 
go to sacrifice. Viewed as an expansive winding sheet, the cloth 
displayed on the Parthenon frieze is entirely appropriate for 
dressing the little Erechtheid. In Aeschylus’s Agamemnon, 
Iphigeneia is described as being “wrapped round in her robes” as 
her father leads her to the altar.ss The word used here is peploisi, 
the plural of peplos, suggesting several fabrics wrapped entirely 
around Iphigeneia. Before the maiden Makaria is killed in 
Euripides’s Children of Herakles, she asks her father’s companion 
Iolaos to veil her with peploi,so likewise indicating a plurality of 
veils. Little remains of a lost play by Sophokles called Polyxena 
that dramatized the sacrifice of King Priam’s youngest daughter 


at the tomb of Achilles. Nonetheless, a surviving fragment refers 
to Polyxena’s “endless” or “all enveloping” tunic (chiton apeiros), 
further attesting that the draping of the maiden as she is led to be 
killed is no small matter.90 

The violence of Polyxena’s death is explicitly portrayed on a 
sixth-century B.C. amphora in London (previous page).o1 The 
princess of Troy is held horizontally high above the altar just the 
way an animal is raised as it is sacrificed.o2 Achilles’s son, 
Neoptolemos, slits Polyxena’s throat. Great streams of blood burst 
forth. Most distinctive here is Polyxena’s costume. Her arms are 
wrapped inside what is truly an “all enveloping” garment, a vast 
winding sheet woven with elaborate patterned decorations. 
Polyxena is already fully enfolded in her shroud as her neck is 
cut. 

On the central panel of the Parthenon’s east frieze, the young 
daughter of Erechtheus, just like Polyxena, Iphigeneia, and 
Makaria, must be veiled in voluminous fabric as she goes to her 
death. Just as one decorated a sacrificial animal, wrapping 
ribbons around its horns, so, too, one dresses up a virgin for 
sacrifice, draping her in beautifully woven garments evocative of 
bridal costume. 

I maintain that the central image of the east frieze should be 
read as a dressing scene, a kosmos, or adornment of the maiden, 
just prior to sacrifice. The fact that we are shown a moment prior 
to the bloody climax is in keeping with the conventions of Greek 
art of the high classical period. We should not expect to see the 
altar of sacrifice, the knife that will slit the throat, or any of the 
blood and gore so obvious as in Archaic depictions of virgin 
sacrifice.oz Images like that on the Polyxena vase are out of 
fashion by the 430s B.c. So, too, is the scene depicted on a white- 
ground lekythos in Palermo showing Agamemnon leading 
Iphigeneia to the sacrificial altar.o1 To be sure, the knife is shown 
in Agamemnon’s hand. But this vase predates the Parthenon 
frieze by sixty years, reflecting an Archaic taste for the gruesome 
detail of the culminating act. By the time the Parthenon frieze is 
carved in the 430s, the approach is more sophisticated, favoring 
anticipatory tension over graphic violence. 

Still, it must be said that there are few surviving 
representations of human sacrifice in Greek art before the fourth 
century B.C. It is an extraordinary subject, confined to 


extraordinary contexts. One can hardly speak of established 
conventions for it in Greek art. One of the reasons that the 
“peplos scene” has remained such a puzzle is that it shows an 
uncommon event for which no standard iconography exists.95 

Both in visual and in dramatic arts, the high classical period 
saw tastes move away from earlier preference for the explicit, 
favoring the subtler pleasure of expectation over the high drama 
of execution. The vogue for understatement can be seen in the 
famous statue of a discus thrower, the Diskobolos, attributed to 
the sculptor Myron and dated to the middle of the fifth century 
B.c.96 In the many copies of this work, we see the nude athlete 
crouching, rotating, and lifting the discus high behind him. 
Tightly wound like a spring about to be released, the athlete is 
captured in a split second of maximum potential prior to the 
kinetic burst of hurling the discus. Myron became so associated 
with this “pregnant” instant before the climax that we speak 
today of the “Myronic moment” when describing statuary of the 
period. Similarly, in classical Greek drama, climactic death scenes 
are never shown onstage but, instead, are recounted to the 
audience by messengers. 

This same principle can be seen in the east pediment of the 
temple of Zeus at Olympia (this page). Without Pausanias’s 
description of the central scene as the preparation for the chariot 
race of Pelops and Oinomaos, we might never guess who was 
who among the dignified and somber figures. Would we catch the 
subtle reference to the impending action, hinted at in the 
crouching figure of the untrustworthy groom tampering with the 
chariot wheel?97 A tragedy is about to occur: Pelops will cheat in 
the chariot race, and King Oinomaos will be killed. The 
Parthenon’s east frieze, like the east pediment at Olympia, shows 
the local founding family in its own “pregnant” moment solemnly 
preparing for the awful outcome. 

These iconic images of the founding families of Athens and 
Olympia were created exclusively for their respective contexts: 
the primary temples of each sanctuary. Neither the family group 
on the Parthenon’s east frieze nor the family group on the 
Olympia east pediment has iconographic parallels in vase 
painting or sculpture. Nor would any clues to their subjects have 
been needed at the time. Greeks at Olympia would have not only 
recognized but expected to see a reference to the local foundation 


myth in the place of prominence on Zeus’s temple. So, too, would 
the Athenians have instantly recognized the royal house of 
Erechtheus. Indeed, Greeks on the whole were accustomed to the 
depiction of prominent families, both heroic and divine, in their 
visual culture.cos But the impulse to connect the general 
population to the first family was nowhere more spiritually 
urgent or politically motivated than at Athens. To see the 
Erechtheids at the center of this central sculpture of the 
preeminent temple itself represents a kind of culmination, that of 
the larger program of genealogical narrative we have seen at 
work on the Acropolis since the Archaic period. It is also a 
culmination of that narrative’s societal function. 


Serving boy bringing clean clothes to Kastor and Polydeukes; at right, their 
father, King Tydareos. Amphora, by Exekias, ca. 540 B.c. (illustration credit 
ill.58) 


The two older girls at the far left of the panel have never fit 
comfortably into the historical reading of the scene (this page). 
While many scholars have identified them as the two arrephoroi 
who figured so importantly in the rituals of Athena,99 the pair are 
clearly too old to fill a post reserved for seven- to eleven-year-old 
girls. Their costumes, a tunic (chiton) beneath a mantle 


(himation), are the standard dress for adult women, not 
prepubescent girls, who regularly wore the peplos. Costume is an 
important indicator of age and here precludes the possibility that 
these young women could be arrephoroi.i00 

Upon their heads, the maidens carry what appear to be 
cushioned stools. It is imagined that these are for the two adult 
figures, the “priestess of Athena” and the “priest of Poseidon- 
Erechtheus,” to sit on.io1 Some believe that these “sacred 
officials” are destined to join the assembly of divinities shown to 
either side of the central panel. Already in 1893, Adolf 
Furtwängler expressed the opinion that the priest and the 
priestess are about to sit down to share a sacred meal with the 
gods, the so-called Theoxenia (this page).102 But this reading 
poses problems. Can historical individuals join a group of 
invisible immortals?i03 And why should the priest and priestess 
have cushioned stools when all but two of the gods (Dionysos and 
Artemis) do not? 

Sometimes a stool is not just a stool. In the Greek world, it was 
used not only for sitting but also for transporting clean clothes, 
especially precious garments not to be sullied by unnecessary 
handling, elaborately woven fabrics that were enormously 
expensive, representing countless hours of labor at the loom. 
Images from vase painting regularly show such finery carried on 
stools. A black-figured amphora by Exekias presents a serving boy 
bearing clean clothes on a stool carried upon his head (facing 
page).i04 These are intended for the twins Kastor and Polydeukes, 
young princes of Sparta (brothers of Helen), who arrive at the left 
of the scene. The little servant also carries a jar of oil, suspended 
from his wrist, a further signal that the twins are about to wash, 
perfume themselves, and change. The fabric on the stool appears 
rounded from the front, where it is folded over, and squared off 
from behind, where we see its opened ends. Were we to view the 
boy head-on, the bundle would appear rounded and cushion-like, 
just like that carried by the girls on the Parthenon frieze. 

A red-figured jug in the Metropolitan Museum of Art presents 
two women perfuming richly woven fabrics on a swinging stool 
suspended above a fire (previous page).i05 One bends down to 
pour fragrant oil on the embers while the other tends the 
clothing. Here, as on the Exekias vase, we see bundles of fabric 
representing not seat cushions but folded garments. In its original 


state, the Parthenon frieze would have been painted, and lively 
details of the fabric, its woven decoration, creases, and folds, 
would have made its identity clear. 


Women perfuming fabric on swinging stool. Oinochoe, Meidias Painter, ca. 
420-410 B.C. (illustration credit ill.59) 


In the Greek world, there were three great necessities for such 
elaborately woven fabrics: the baby’s swaddling clothes, the 
bride’s wedding dress, and the corpse’s shroud. The word 
“peplos” applies to all three; indeed, it simply means an “uncut 
length of heavy woolen cloth.” Depending on the context, we find 
the word “peplos” translated as “robe,” “dress,” “tapestry,” 
“awning,” “swaddling clothes,” and “shroud.”i06 The weaving of 
fabrics with figural designs took many months, even years, and 
would have been one of the chief occupations of women within 
the Greek household. Penelope is the archetypal woman at the 
loom, painstakingly weaving (and unweaving) a shroud for her 
father-in-law, Laertes, across the years of her husband’s absence, 
as recounted in the Odyssey. Shrouds were prepared well in 
advance, anticipating the deaths of family members. Even to this 
day in certain Greek families, luxury sheets or embroidered cloths 
are set aside for the wrapping of bodies at the time of burial. 

From antiquity through the Middle Ages, the shroud was a 
highly charged signifier, proof that a death had occurred. One 


need only think of the rich symbolism invested in the so-called 
Shroud of Turin, which, forgery or not, has so potently 
symbolized the death and resurrection of Christ.i07 The presence 
of three shrouds in the central panel of the Parthenon frieze 
clearly communicates that three deaths are imminent. The stark 
white flesh of the youngest daughter, caught in the process of 
changing into her funerary dress, signals the impending tragedy is 
already in train, the time of sacrifice ineluctably near. 

By this new reading we have three girls preparing for death 
(this page). The youngest goes first, so her peplos is being 
unfolded and displayed. The oldest daughter, second from left, is 
handing her stool to her mother. The daughter at far left stands 
frontally, her garment still folded and carried upon her head. 
According to the myth, the oracle at Delphi had demanded the 
death of one daughter. Apollodoros tells us this was to be the 
youngest of the three.ios Praxithea and Erechtheus agree to that 
girl’s sacrifice, unaware that the sisters have pledged the famous 
oath, that if one of them should die, so will the others. That the 
other two are shown carrying their own funeral dresses with 
unannounced plans of leaping from the Acropolis ironically 
foreshadows an even greater sacrifice than the parents expected 
to make. 

What is the object cradled in the arm of the girl at far left? 
Though damaged and difficult to read, the shape of a lion’s paw 
has been deciphered at its lower right corner.ioo This has led to 
its identification as a footstool, presumably for use with one of 
the stools carried by the girls.110 Lion’s paws, however, are used 
to adorn not only footstools but the legs of small metal chests, 
including jewelry boxes. Images from vase painting regularly 
show such boxes cradled in the arms of serving maids. Reading 
the frieze panel as a dressing scene prior to virgin sacrifice, we 
can understand this object to hold the precious ornaments with 
which the maiden offering will be adorned.111 The second- 
century A.D. orator Aelius Aristides described the preparations for 
the sacrifice of Erechtheus and Praxithea’s daughter as follows: 
“And her mother, dressing her up, led her just as if she were 
sending her to a spectacle.”112 

A red-figured pyxis in Paris provides an excellent parallel for 
this dressing scene. It shows preparations for the costuming of a 
maiden about to be married (below).113 The bride is seated at the 


left and looks up at the wedding dress dramatically held out to 
her by a serving maid. At far right, a second servant carries a 
small metal box containing the bride’s jewelry, the finishing 
touches to her wedding kosmos. The same can be seen on the 
Parthenon’s east frieze. Father and sacrificial daughter display the 
funerary dress she is about to put on. At left, one of her sisters 
carries the box of jewelry with which she will be adorned just 
prior to her sacrifice. 


Bridal kosmos with dress and jewelry displayed before bride. Pyxis, Painter of 
the Louvre Centauromachy, ca. 430 B.c. (illustration credit ill.60) 


| mo W 
JA 


Andromeda dressed for sacrifice to sea dragon, Ethiopian servants bring 
clothing and jewelry. Pelike, workshop of the Niobid Painter, ca. 460 B.c. © 
2014, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. (illustration credit ill.61) 


The princess Andromeda, lashed to stakes and left for an 
insatiable sea dragon, is depicted in Greek vase painting with 
very similar iconography.114 When a sea monster terrorized the 
Ethiopian coastline, the Delphic oracle proclaimed that the beast 
could be placated only through the sacrifice of the king’s 
daughter. And so Andromeda was led to a cliff overlooking the 
sea and chained to great rocks to prevent her from fleeing, should 
she not agree with her father’s act of selflessness. A red-figured 
vase in Boston shows the princess in her finest raiment and 
jewelry, ready to meet death (above).115 An Ethiopian servant 
approaches from the left, upon his head a folding stool with a 
small chest resting atop what appears to be a cushion but what 
surely represents the clean and carefully folded fabric of 
Andromeda’s funerary dress. 

On the reverse of the vase (facing page), a second black 
attendant carries in even more trimmings for Andromeda’s 
kosmos: another jewelry box and a small jar of fragrant oil. 
Indeed, more is more when it comes to dressing up a virgin 
victim for sacrifice. Andromeda’s forlorn father, King Kepheus, 
gravely supervises the preparations, rather as King Erechtheus 
does on the Parthenon frieze, creating the same excruciating 


anticipation. In both images, we have the tragic ambiguity of a 
dressing ritual equally befitting a wedding and a virgin sacrifice. 
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King Kepheus oversees sacrifice of his daughter Andromeda; Ethiopian servant 
approaches. Pelike, ca. 460 B.c. © 2014, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 
(illustration credit ill.62) 


Two groups of six seated Olympians turn their backs on the 
central panel of the east frieze (this page, this page, and this 
page). To the south we see Hermes, Dionysos, Demeter, Ares, 
Hera, and Zeus. Just beside Hera stands a winged figure who is 
variously identified as Nike, Iris, or Hebe (goddess of youth).116 
At the north side we find Athena, Hephaistos, Poseidon, Apollo, 
Artemis (following page), Aphrodite, and a standing Eros.117 
Strangely, the gods turn their backs on the goings-on of the 
central panel, looking out toward the groups of men and maidens 
filling the rest of the east frieze. Were this a_ historical 
Panathenaic procession, the gods would certainly be taking notice 
of the culminating moment of the ritual.1is If it were the 
presentation of the peplos to Athena, the goddess would hardly 
be so indifferent to her own birthday offering. Athena’s body 
language would then suggest a callous rejection of her people’s 
gift (above), an event without sense or precedent.119 


Erechtheus and daughter display fabric, Athena and Hephaistos turn away, east 
frieze, Parthenon. Stuart and Revett, Antiquities of Athens 2: Pl. 23. (illustration 
credit ill.64) 


But radically reimagining the central image of the Parthenon’s 
east frieze allows the puzzle pieces to fall into place. Assuming a 
scene of preparations for virgin sacrifice makes the averted gazes 
of the flanking figures perfectly comprehensible: not only is it 
improper for gods to watch mortals die, but it would defile their 
divinity. In Euripides’s Alkestis, Apollo must leave before Alkestis 


dies, “lest pollution taint me in this house.” So, too, in Euripides’s 
Hippolytos, Artemis makes it clear that she must not watch the 
death of Theseus’s son: “Farewell: it is not lawful for me to gaze 
upon the dead, nor to trouble my eye with the dying gasps of 
mortals, and now I see that you are near the end.”120 Aelian, 
writing in the second or third century A.D., gives an account of a 
comic poet’s dream. In it, the nine Muses must leave the poet’s 
house just before his demise.121 

On what occasions do gods assemble in the manner of the 
Parthenon’s east frieze? In the Iliad we find them convening atop 
Mount Ida to watch mortals in the Trojan War combat below. The 
gods cheer their favorites. In Greek architectural sculpture such 
“councils of the gods” always appear on the east end of temples 
and regularly for the purpose of watching battles. The Siphnian 
Treasury at Delphi, a building dated sometime before 525 B.C., 
shows the first continuous sculptured Ionic frieze in Greek 
architecture. On its east side, we find the gods seated on stools, 
one after another, just as on the Parthenon frieze, suggesting a 
clear influence (below).122 On the Siphnian Treasury, it is the 
Trojan War that commands the collective Olympian attention, a 
particular clash between Achilles and Memnon over the body of 
Antilochos.i23 Gods supporting the Trojan Memnon—Ares, 
Aphrodite (or Eos?), Artemis, and Apollo—sit at the left; those in 
Achilles’s corner at right: a missing figure (probably Poseidon), 
followed by Athena, Hera, and Thetis. Between these two groups, 
we find Zeus enthroned. 


Ares, Aphrodite (or Eos?), Artemis, Apollo, and Zeus, east frieze, Siphnian 
Treasury, Delphi. (illustration credit ill.65) 


A council of the gods also appears on the east frieze of the 
temple called Theseion (and/or Hephaisteion) in the Athenian 
Agora. Construction of this temple was begun sometime between 
460 and 449 B.c., though it was not finished or dedicated until 
much later, around 416.124 The sculptured friezes on its east and 
west porches were probably carved in the 430s or 420s, after the 
completion of the Parthenon. At the center of the east frieze, just 
above the porch, we see a battle that has been variously 
identified as Greeks versus Trojans, Theseus battling Pallas and 
his sons, and gods versus Giants.125 Judith Barringer has offered 
an attractive suggestion, identifying the scene as representing the 
war between early Athenians and the people of Atlantis, a clash 
from the antediluvian past, famously referenced in Plato’s 
Timaeus.i26 Six divinities sit in attendance, three to either side of 
the central combat. The identities of those at right are uncertain: 
Poseidon or Hephaistos (?), Amphitrite (?), and one illegible 
figure. To the left we see Athena, Hera, and Zeus, seated on rocky 
outcrops. 

Barringer laments the fact that there are no iconographic 
parallels for an Atlantis-versus-Athens showdown, but this would 
seem perfectly in keeping with the site specificity of such a 
temple sculpture. The iconography of the Parthenon’s east frieze, 
like the east pediment of Zeus’s temple at Olympia, is also 
unexampled in contemporary sculpture or vase painting. And this 
is precisely what has led to the great enigma concerning its 
subject. Our best guide in such temple mysteries is the ultimately 
genealogical function of architectural sculpture; it demands the 
telling of local versions of myths, grounding the formula in 
specific landscapes, cult places, family lines, and divine 
patronage. And so iconography, far from hewing to a general 
repertoire throughout the Greek world, can be as maddeningly 
variable and contradictory as myth itself. 

A third frieze featuring an assembly of gods stands just meters 
away from the Parthenon. The little temple of Athena Nike was 
built at the very western edge of the Acropolis in the 420s B.c. and 
finished during the teens of the century (this page).i27 Its east 
frieze shows a lineup of divinities whose identities are debated. 
Nonetheless, some of them have been named, from left to right: 
Peitho, Eros, Aphrodite, and, farther along, Leto, Apollo, Artemis, 
Dionysos, Amphitrite, and Poseidon, with a fully armed Athena, 


standing at the center of the composition. The god shown just to 
her right is probably Hephaistos. Next, we see Zeus, enthroned, 
and then Hera, Herakles, Hermes, Kore, Demeter, the Graces, and 
Hygieia.i28 

The gods are gathered here to watch the battles that rage 
around the other three sides of the Nike temple. Greeks fighting 
Greeks appear on the north and west, and Greeks fighting 
horsemen in eastern costume are seen at the south. This south 
frieze has been the focus of particular debate concerning just who 
this eastern enemy might be. One understanding sees them as 
Trojans. Another, advanced by Chrysoula Kardara, holds that all 
three sides of the temple show Erechtheus’s war with Eumolpos, 
the soldiers in eastern costume being the Thracian mercenaries 
who fought on the side of Poseidon’s son.i29 Still other scholars 
have argued that the frieze shows scenes from the Persian Wars, 
with Greeks fighting the troops of Darius at Marathon or the 
army of Xerxes at Plataia.i30 This interpretation obviously 
suggests images of historical battles rather than mythological 
ones. If true, it would place the south frieze of the Nike temple 
well outside the conventions for Greek temple decoration with its 
traditionally mythological subject matter. Some would counter 
this objection, however, saying that by the end of the fifth 
century the Battle of Marathon had taken on mythical proportions 
of its own as a “modern legend” and was thus fair game for 
memorializing in architectural sculpture. 


East frieze, Parthenon, showing groups of maidens, men, gods, and the family 
of Erechtheus. (illustration credit ill.66) 


These patterns give one good reason to conclude that the gods 
on the east frieze of the Parthenon have gathered to watch a 
mythical battle, that of Erechtheus and Eumolpos, which has 
finished. They now sit as a group ready to receive the 
thanksgiving sacrifice through which tensions will be ritually 
resolved (previous page and front of book). The gods have 
properly turned their backs on the scene of preparation for the 
virgin’s death (the sphagion, or preliminary sacrifice), looking out 
toward the procession that approaches from the other three sides 
of the temple. This procession brings animal offerings for the 
post-battle, thanksgiving sacrifice that follows the Athenian 
victory. The Parthenon frieze can thus be understood to show not 
just some historical Panathenaia but the very first Panathenaia, 
the foundational sacrifice upon which Acropolis ritual was based 
ever after. The offerings of cattle and sheep, of honey and water, 
as shown on the north and south friezes, are all made in honor of 
the king and his daughters as described in Euripides’s 
Erechtheus.131 The cavalcade of horsemen is the king’s returning 
army, back from the war just in time to join the procession 
celebrating their victory.132 


The mythical human sacrifice offered before battle is, thus, 
separated by the divine assembly from the thanksgiving sacrifice 
offered after the battle, the immortals filling the interval between 
that which is just before and that which is just after. The 
plenitude of early Athenian society is represented by the groups 
of elders, maidens, horsemen, and youths marching east toward 
the central spectacle. On account of its selflessness, the royal 
family is shown deified, taking their rightful places at center 
among the gods. Indeed Cicero tells us that Erechtheus and his 
daughters were worshipped as divinities at Athens.i33 The placing 
of the royal family within the midst of the Olympian gods is 
wholly in keeping with the temporal conceit of the frieze, which 
“reconciles” the time just before and just after the battle. 

To either side of the divine company, we find two groups of 
cloaked men: six at the south and four at the north (previous 
page and facing page). Some are bearded, some clean shaven, 
several are shown leaning upon sticks. Like much else, the 
identity of these men is debated, along with their numbers and 
what their numbers signify.i34 Four additional men can be seen at 
the north, and one man at the very south corner of the east 
frieze.i35 These are traditionally identified as parade marshals, 
those charged with keeping order in the procession. Two of these 
“marshals” have been further classified as teletarches, that is, 
officials in charge of the ceremony.136 


Group of men, east frieze, Parthenon. (illustration credit ill.67) 


Group of maidens, east frieze, Parthenon. (illustration credit ill.68) 


When these cloaked men to either side of the gods are counted 
as ten, they are identified as the Eponymous Heroes, brave 
individuals from the mythical past whose names were assigned to 
the ten tribes of Athens when the Kleisthenic democracy 
reorganized them in 508 B.c.137 When counted as nine, they are 
seen as the archons of Athens, the tenth conscripted to the center 
of the “peplos scene.”13s For this to work, one of the men on the 
east frieze must be subtracted and identified as a parade marshal. 
One scholar who counts the men as nine sees them, instead, as 
the athlothetai, a group of officials who administered religious and 
athletic matters for the Panathenaia. This reading gives nine 
athlothetai standing to either side of the gods with a tenth official 
seen in the mature male figure at the center of the east frieze.139 
The men have also been identified as lesser Athenian deities and, 
more simply, as generic citizens.140 The counting and naming of 
the men on the east frieze is a dizzying and highly subjective 
enterprise. From the so-called marshals, heads can be added or 
subtracted to achieve a particularly significant number of heroes 
or Officials. 

But whoever these men are, they are clearly related to the 
groups of maidens marching just beside them. Whether mythical 
kings, heroes, or generic Athenians from the legendary past, these 


men are likely to represent the fathers, uncles, brothers, or other 
male kin of the young women shown next to them at the far ends 
of the frieze (this page, previous page, and front of book). 
Juxtaposition of fathers and daughters would echo the special 
relationship of Erechtheus and his daughters featured in the 
central panel. It would also be a profound statement of the 
necessity for participation by citizens of all stations, both male 
and female, in securing the common good, the ultimate 
democratic virtue being to give oneself for the sake of the polis. 

As we have seen in chapter 3, in 451/450 B.c. Perikles 
introduced radical new legislation by which Athenian citizenship 
would pass only to those with both a mother and a father from 
citizen families. Previously, the honor passed through the father’s 
line alone. Men had been free to marry foreigners or non- 
Athenian Greeks and still have children who were citizens. But 
the Periklean citizenship law, by limiting the pool of 
marriageable prospects, gave a powerful new status to Athenian 
women, now much sought after as brides.i41 The grouping of men 
and maidens on the east frieze of the Parthenon may express the 
newly mandated purity in the Athenian bloodline. By assuring 
that all citizens had two inherited ties to the land, being 
descended on both sides from the legendary ancestors, the new 
regime for legitimate marriage reinforced group solidarity and 
civic identity as never before. 

Maidens dominate the east frieze, thirteen at the north and 
sixteen at the south.i42 They march in pairs and carry libation 
bowls, jugs, and what may be incense burners. I maintain that 
they represent the sacred maiden choruses that Athena instructs 
Praxithea to establish in memory of her deceased daughters. In 
the Erechtheus, Athena proclaims, “To my fellow citizens I say not 
to forget them over time but to honor them with annual sacrifices 
and bull-slaying slaughters, celebrating them with holy maiden 
dancing choruses.”143 What we see are the mythical predecessors 
of the girls who would keep the all-night vigil for the 
Panathenaia, the pannychis, during historical times.i44 The fact 
that there are so many female figures, thirty-three in all, on the 
most important side of the temple speaks to the extraordinary 
significance of women in the foundational myth of Athenian 
identity. 


LEAVING THE EAST FAGADE and turning the corners to the north and 
south sides of the Parthenon, we find animals being led to 
sacrifice. On the south frieze there are ten cows and on the north 
frieze four cows and four rams (this page, this page, this page, 
and this page). Already in the Iliad bulls and rams are specified as 
offerings made to Erechtheus: “To him Athenian youth make 
sacrificial offerings, with bulls and rams as each year comes 
around.”145 We will remember that at the end of the Erechtheus, 
Athena instructs that the deceased king be honored: “On account 
of his killer, he will be called, eponymously, Holy Poseidon- 
Erechtheus, by the citizens worshipping in cattle sacrifices.” 146 
Two inscriptions found in Athens further attest to sacrifices made 
to Erechtheus. One mentions “a ram for Erechtheus,” and 
another, very fragmentary text mentions a “bull,” and just 
possibly, an “ox” or bull, and “a ram.”147 

Behind the animal offerings, on the north frieze, march three 
male offering bearers with trays (skaphai) and four youths 
carrying water jars (hydriai)i4s for the sacrifice (this page, this 
page, top, this page, and front of book). The south frieze (this 
page-this page), which has suffered so much damage, preserves 
just a fragment of one male tray bearer. This is enough, however, 
to suggest that there was a second group carrying trays here as 
well. The ninth-century lexicographer Photios tells us that the 
tray bearers were foreigners, resident aliens (metoikoi) at Athens, 
and that they wore purple chitons in the procession. Importantly, 
he tells us that the bronze and silver skaphai they carried were 
filled with honeycombs and cakes.i49 And indeed, in the tray of 
one skaphephoros from the north frieze we can make out textured 
cross-hatching very much like that of a honeycomb, best viewed 
in a plaster cast of the sculpture in Basel (this page, bottom, and 
this page, far left).150 


Youths leading cattle to sacrifice, north frieze, Parthenon. (illustration credit 
ill.69) 


Honey is an offering associated with underground, chthonic 
deities, not Olympians like Athena.isi1 But in the Erechtheus, 
Athena unambiguously instructs that libations for the dead 
princesses should include only honey and water and not wine. 
The goddess ordains that prior to all battles the daughters of 
Erechtheus be propitiated: “Make to these, first, a preliminary 
sacrifice before taking up the spear of war, not touching the 
wine-making grape nor pouring on the pyre anything other than 
the fruit of the hardworking bee [honey] together with river 
water.”152 The explicit combination of these two offerings carried 
by men bearing trays and men carrying heavy bronze water jugs 
on the Parthenon frieze surely refers to this special libation 
ordained by Athena for the daughters of Erechtheus. 


Youths leading ewes to sacrifice, north frieze, Parthenon. (illustration credit 
ill.70) 


The goddess goes on to give instructions for the building of a 
shrine for the dead princesses, one with forbidden access: “It is 
necessary that these daughters have a precinct that must not be 
entered [abaton], and no one of the enemies should be allowed to 
make secret sacrifice there.”153 We can now understand just why 
the chthonic gift of honeycomb is so appropriate for the 
daughters of Erechtheus, buried as they are together in their 
common “earth-tomb.” The sisters have returned to Gaia (Ge), 
from which their own father was born and to which he will 
unexpectedly return when swallowed by a chasm created by 
Poseidon. Thus, Erechtheus leaves this world as he came into it, 
directly through Mother Earth. 

A neat parallel for honey offerings in metal hydriai has been 
discovered at an underground sanctuary at Poseidonia (Paestum) 
in southern Italy: nine bronze water jugs filled with a molasses- 
like substance that appears to be honey, apparently deposited in 
the late sixth century B.c. The shrine was dedicated to a chthonic 
deity, most likely Persephone—or, possibly, a group of nymphs, 
to judge by a vase found nearby with the inscription “I am sacred 
to the nymphs.”i54 We should not forget that the daughters of 


Erechtheus are also children of the naiad nymph Praxithea, and 
thereby granddaughters of the river Kephisos. Libations of river 
water entirely befit their genealogy. Furthermore, the daughters 
of Erechtheus might have had their own special connection with 
Persephone. Like the Erechtheids, Persephone was just a maiden 
(Kore) when she was snatched into the underworld by Hades. 
According to Demaratus, it was Persephone who received the 
sacrifice of Erechtheus’s daughter. And at the very end of the 
Erechtheus, one line starts with the name “Demeter,” Persephone’s 
mother.155 


North frieze, Parthenon, surviving slabs and lost figures known from the 
Nointel Artist, showing tray and water jug bearers, pipe and lyre players, by 
George Marshall Peters. (illustration credit ill.71) 


Returning to the frieze, we see musicians marching (above and 
this page) just behind the offering bearers. On the north side, 
these include four playing the aulos (a double reed, similar to the 
oboe) and four the kithara (a seven-stringed lyre). This stretch of 
the frieze was largely destroyed by the Venetian cannon fire of 
1687, but it can be reconstructed, thanks to drawings the Nointel 
Artist made thirteen years earlier. And a few fragments of one 
kithara player survive in Athens to give us a sense of what the 
figures looked like. The comparable stretch on the south frieze is 
entirely missing. Some of this, too, was lost to the Venetian 
explosion and some of it deliberately cut out to make windows 
when the Parthenon became a cathedral in the thirteenth century. 
The drawings of the Nointel Artist are, once again, invaluable; 
they confirm a matching group of musicians here on the south 
side (this page, second row from bottom). Now Euripides 
explicitly refers to the aulos and kithara in a choral song from his 
Erechtheus, perhaps inspired by the musicians shown on the 
Parthenon frieze. The old men of the chorus ask, “Shall I ever 
shout through the city the glorious victory song, crying ‘Ie paian’ 
[an exclamation of triumph], taking up the task of my aged hand, 


the Libyan pipe sounding to the kithara’s cries?” 156 


Plaster cast of tray bearer carrying honeycombs, figure N15, north frieze, 
Parthenon. (illustration credit ill.72) 


Tray bearer (N15) and men carrying water jugs, north frieze, Parthenon. 
(illustration credit ill.73) 


Behind the musicians march groups of older men, sixteen on 
the no frieze and seventeen or eighteen on the south (this 
lis e, following page, and 196-97). The positions of 


some of their hands, held up with fingers pressed together, have 
led some scholars to imagine olive branches, once painted here 
against the background of the frieze. This would link them to the 
thallophoroi, the elders of the city who carried branches in the 
Panathenaic procession.1s7 Xenophon tells us that “they choose 
the beautiful old men as thallophoroi for Athens.”i5s On the north 
frieze, one of the men is seen to stop and turns to face the viewer 
straight on (above). In an arresting gesture he raises both arms to 
adjust the wreath upon his head. Drill holes preserved in the 
marble show where a metal crown had been attached.is9 These 
groups of men represent the most senior marchers on the frieze, 
epitomizing the finest and most handsome of the Athenian elders. 


Group of elders, with one crowning himself, north frieze, Parthenon. 
(illustration credit ill.74) 


Finally, we come to the parade of chariots and horsemen that 
takes up roughly half of the north and south friezes and most of 
the west frieze (this page, this page-this page, and this page-this 
page). Here we must ask: If this represents the fifth-century 
Athenian army, why are there chariots, which had not been used 


in Greek warfare since the end of the Bronze Age, some seven 
hundred years earlier? And where are the hoplites? We know 
from Thucydides that hoplites did participate in the historical 
Panathenaic procession, at least by 514/513 B.c. He tells us that 
when the tyrant Hipparchos was assassinated while serving as 
procession marshal that year, his brother, Hippias, rushed to the 
hoplites who were marching and confiscated their weapons. 160 
The complete absence of the hoplite foot soldiers makes it most 
unlikely that we are looking at a fifth-century army. These 
problems go away if we understand the soldiers and chariots to 
represent the forces of Erechtheus during the early days of 
Athens. 

We will remember that Erichthonios is said to have appeared at 
the first Panathenaia as a charioteer with an armed companion at 
his side.ici And we have already seen an image of a charioteer 
carved on the marble frieze of the Old Athena Temple at the end 
of the sixth century (this page). This figure may well represent 
the hero Erechtheus/Erichthonios. We learn from Nonnos, writing 
in the fifth century A.D., that Erechtheus was intimately associated 
with the yoking of horses to chariots and that he brought his 
stallion Xanthos (“Light Bay” or “Auburn”) under the harness, 
teaming him together with the mare Podarkes (“Swift- 
Footed”).162 Both horses were sired by Boreas, the North Wind, 
and born to the Sithonian Harpy, Aellopos (“Storm-Footed”), after 
he raped her. Boreas gives the horses to his father-in-law, 
Erechtheus, as a “love price” in payment for Oreithyia, 
Erechtheus’s daughter whom Boreas abducts from the banks of 
the Ilissos River. Thus, the chariot groups seen on the Parthenon 
frieze are closely associated with Erechtheus and evoke the 
strategic advantage they provided the Athenians in their war 
against Eumolpos. 

We find ten four-horse chariots on the south frieze and eleven 
on the north. Each has a driver and armed rider with helmet and 
shield (this page-this page, this page, this page, this page, top, 
and front and back of book) looking very much like the apobatai, 
the armed chariot riders who competed in a special class of 
Panathenaic event. This contest required the soldiers to mount 
and dismount a chariot moving at full speed.ic3 The oldest and 
most distinctive event of the Panathenaia, the apobates race was 
open only to members of the Athenian tribes. Plutarch suggests 


this was an especially demanding event in the Panathenaic 
Games, duplicating the harsh conditions of combat, which 
required robust athleticism while carrying a full load of armor 
and weapons.i64 Those performing this remarkable feat on the 
Parthenon frieze are not Athenians taking part in the historical 
games but their legendary forebears who actually made war this 
way. 

Inscriptions from the second century B.c. locate the apobates 
race in the vicinity of the City Eleusinion, the temple to Demeter 
and Kore perched on the southwest slope of the Acropolis (just 
above the Agora).165 Sometime in the fourth century B.C., a victor 
in the apobates race set up a monument here in the City 
Eleusinion to celebrate his triumph (this page, bottom).ice It 
features a sculptured relief showing the athlete driving a four- 
horse chariot, its composition and iconography matching that of 
the charioteers on the Parthenon frieze. 


South frieze, Parthenon, showing cattle led to sacrifice (lower right), followed 
by musicians, elders, chariots, and horsemen. (illustration credit ill.75) 


There is good reason to believe that the apobates race 
commemorated the first Athenian victory, the one enabled by 
Erechtheus’s introduction of the chariot. This would explain why 
the event was open only to the scions of old citizen families, the 
perceived descendants of the earliest Athenians. It would also 
explain why the race seems to have been run to the City 
Eleusinion as its final destination.167 Conducting the apobatai 
toward the Eleusinion connects it with the defeated Eumolpos, 
who came to be so closely associated with Eleusinian cult. And 
there is, as well, the matter of what would otherwise be a strange 
detour taken by the Panathenaic procession on its way up the 


Acropolis; beginning at the Dipylon Gate at the northwest of the 
city, the sacred train went deliberately out of its way to circle the 
Eleusinion (insert this page, top).i6s To do so would make sense if 
the sanctuary was believed to occupy the site of Eumolpos’s 
encampment at the foot of the Acropolis, and thus an important 
place of memory around which the Athenians could take a 
victory lap.i69 

Horses and riders dominate the composition in terms of sheer 
numbers of figures, occupying all of the west and more than a 
third of the north and south sides of the frieze (this page, this 
page-this page, facing page, above, this page and this page, and 
front and back of book). Interpreters have undertaken the 
counting of horsemen, looking for all manner of encoded 
historical and political meanings. John Boardman, for instance, 
has counted 192 horsemen in all and sees in this the number of 
the fallen at Marathon.i70 Several scholars distinguish four groups 
of fifteen horse riders on the north frieze and see in this a 
reference to the four pre-Kleisthenic tribes of Athens.i71 They 
then count ten ranks of six riders on the south frieze, as a 
reference to the ten tribes created by Kleisthenes in 508.172 These 
various ranks of riders are differentiated through their costumes 
and equipment. Some wear Thracian caps, others double-belted 
woolen chitons, and others still the himation, or cloak. We see 
some riders in metal or leather body armor, some with helmets, 
others with flat broad-brimmed traveler’s hats, and still others 
wearing hats of so-called Thracian style, with three flaps. In fact, 
to see in the imagery a fifth-century Athenian army taking part in 
the Panathenaic procession may inevitably oblige one to ascribe 
to these mounted figures multiple levels of meaning at once.173 


Charioteer and armed rider, south frieze, slab 31, Parthenon. (illustration 
credit ill.76) 


Victory monument, apobates race, found near the City Eleusinion, Athenian 
Agora. (illustration credit ill.77) 


Horse rider, north frieze, slab 41. Parthenon. (illustration credit ill.78) 


According to Aristotle, however, it was only in days of old that 
the cavalry dominated the army.i74 In addition, there is no 
evidence for the participation of the cavalry in the Panathenaic 
procession. Throughout the historical period, mastery of horses 
was viewed as noble, harking back to the glorious past, but by 
the time of Perikles it was a decidedly antiquarian pursuit, much 
as polo is today. Indeed, Xenophon points to the heroic 
associations of the equestrian tradition, one that maintained its 
aristocratic cachet across the centuries.i75 It is far more plausible, 
then, to see the horse riders on the Parthenon frieze as members 
of the heroic cavalry of Erechtheus, noble forebears of the 
venerable tradition of the Athenian knights, rather than as some 
anachronistic presence in a fifth-century spectacle. 76 

The west frieze is generally viewed as_ representing 
preparations for the Panathenaic procession (below). Frisking 
horses are held, mounted, and put through their paces by 
younger and older men. Iconographic parallels have been drawn 
between these figures and those shown on a series of Athenian 
red-figured cups.i77 The vases show young horsemen in a variety 


of costumes, including the wide-brimmed travelers hats, 
“coonskin” caps, and Thracian hats with flaps, the very same 
variety evident on the Parthenon frieze. The event depicted on 
the Attic cups has been identified as the dokimasia, an annual 
tryout of men and horses held by the Athenian cavalry, as 
described by Aristotle.i7s 

A central element of the dokimasia was the testing of Athenian 
youths in their eighteenth year for acceptance into the military as 
ephebes. This is the age at which young men would enter their 
names upon deme registers as members of their tribes.179 They 
swore their Ephebic Oath upon the arms they’d just received in 
the sanctuary of Aglauros on the east slope of the Acropolis 
(insert this page, bottom).iso This oath, as discussed in chapter 3, 
was regarded as a relic of the heroic age, a rite of passage 
reaching back to the earliest days of Athens. In the images of the 
young riders on the Parthenon frieze, Athenians would likely 
have recognized the origins of their contemporary ephebate.isi 
Indeed, the lofty status of the Athenian knights finds its roots in 
the cavalry of King Erechtheus, the young noblemen who won the 
city’s first decisive victory in the battle against Eumolpos. We 
must remember that in the early sixth century, when Solon 
reconfigured the citizenry in a first blueprint for what would 
become Athenian democracy, the hippeis class, made up of those 
who had enough money to maintain a horse and thus join the 
cavalry, ranked second only to the wealthiest of Athenian 
landowners. 


West frieze, Parthenon, showing horse riders and preparation for the 
procession. (illustration credit ill.79) 


THIS NEW MYTHOLOGICAL READING of the Parthenon’s sculptural 
program allows it to be understood as a coherent whole and as 
comprehending the vast sweep of time embedded in Athenian 
consciousness. The east pediment celebrates the origins of 
Athena, while the east metopes show the boundary event in 
which she first distinguished herself so valiantly: the 
Gigantomachy. The west pediment celebrates the origins of 
Athens in the contest of Athena and Poseidon, manifesting for all 
to see the genealogies of the royal houses of Athens and Eleusis. 
It emphasizes the descent of the Athenian tribes from Athena 
through Kekrops and Erechtheus and that of the Eleusinian clans 
from Poseidon through Eumolpos and Keleos. The “boundary 
catastrophe” of the deluge is intimated by Poseidon’s striking the 
earth with his trident, furious at his defeat. The west metopes, in 
turn, show the later, heroic age in which Theseus battles the 
Amazons, while the south metopes memorialize his decisive role 
in the Centauromachy. The north metopes manifest that greatest 
boundary event of all, the Trojan War, which brought a decisive 


end to the Bronze Age, the final moment dividing mythical from 
historical time. The articulation and perpetuation of genealogical 
narrative can thus be seen as a primary function of sacred 
architectural sculpture in general and of the Parthenon in 
particular.1s2 

Our mythological understanding of the frieze fits comfortably 
into this genealogical program, with the great carved band 
narrating the last Athenian hurrah of the heroic age: the war 
between Erechtheus and Eumolpos. By portraying the struggles of 
successive generations against the forces of chaos and barbarism, 
the Parthenon’s sculptural program repeats a pattern already 
witnessed on the Archaic Acropolis and discussed in chapter 2. 
The limestone pediments of the Hekatompedon and the small 
poros buildings (oikemata) present, respectively, Zeus killing 
Typhon and Zeus’s son, Herakles, killing Typhon’s daughter, the 
Lernaean Hydra. In the very same way, the conflict between 
Athena and Poseidon on the Parthenon’s west pediment is carried 
on by their children, Erechtheus and Eumolpos, as depicted on 
the Parthenon frieze. And so have the Athenians, generation by 
generation, ensured a future for their city. As it was, so shall it 
ever be: the Parthenon’s full sculptural program is also, of course, 
a not-so-subtle metaphor for the Athenian triumph over the 
Persians in 479 B.C.183 

It is the duty of all Athenians to save the city from exotic, 
barbaric outsiders, to preserve an Athens by and for the 
autochthonous Athenians: this is the central message of this 
supernal temple, where metaphysical understanding and civic 
solidarity are wedded for all to see. That the frieze shows the 
royal family itself personally paying the ultimate price to save 
Athens is of the highest significance, and not merely for offering a 
heroic contrast to the ways of the Persian royals, who survived 
the great defeat at Salamis. That the very founding family of 
Athens, from whom all are descended, could not put itself above 
the common good speaks to a radical egalitarianism, not in 
circumstances, but in responsibility, the very antithesis of the 
barbarian sentiment that society exists for the exaltation of its 
most exalted members. All may not be equal in Athens, but all 
are equal in relation to this sacred trust, which comes of being 
bound to the same earth and to one another by birth. And this 
trust in one another is what permitted the delicate plant of 


democracy to take root. 


ANGELOS CHANIOTIS, professor of ancient history and classics at the 
Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, has observed that 
“from Plato to Aelius Aristides, the praise of Athens was always 
based on a standard constellation of Athenian victories over the 
barbarians: the victory of Theseus over the Amazons, of 
Erechtheus over Eumolpos, and the Persian Wars.” He asks, “Can 
the victory over Eumolpos, so prominent in Athenian collective 
memory, be the only one absent from the iconography of the 
Parthenon?”1s4 Indeed, the Athenian victory over Eumolpos is not 
only present on the Parthenon; it is spectacularly celebrated in 
the largest, most lavish, and most aesthetically compelling length 
of sculpture ever carved by human hands. 


Poseidon and Eumolpos ride into battle. Lucanian pelike from Herakleia, near 
Policoro, Italy. (illustration credit ill.80) 


When Pausanias visited the Acropolis, he saw a big bronze 
statue group of Erechtheus fighting Eumolpos set up right in front 
of the Parthenon. He tells us that this was the most important 
work ever created by the master sculptor Myron of Eleutherai, 
that acclaimed portrayer of the so-called Myronic moment of 
tension before the high action, as exemplified in his statue of the 


Diskobolos.iss Since Myron was active in the middle of the fifth 
century, we can imagine his bronze Erechtheus in battle set just 
below the sculptured frieze on which his great victory was 
glorified. 

By the fourth century B.c., the war of Erechtheus and Eumolpos 
was so well known that it was painted on a vase produced in the 
Western Greek colony of Lucania in southern Italy. Vibrant 
images on this wine jar from Herakleia, near Policoro, portray the 
antagonists charging into battle.1ss On one side of the vase we see 
Poseidon, riding with trident held high and accompanied by an 
armed warrior who is, surely, his son Eumolpos (above). The 
father-son duo charge into battle astride horses, creatures with 
which Poseidon always had a very special connection, having 
been known since the Iliad as the “tamer” of horses and, thanks to 
his creative coupling with mares, even as the “father” of some 
equines. In time, Poseidon acquires the epithet Poseidon 
Hippios.is7 

On the other side of the vase we see Athena, spear in one hand 
and shield in the other, as she is driven into battle on a chariot 
(below). Just as the horse is special to Poseidon, so the chariot is 
special to Athena as the vehicle introduced to Athens by her own 
“son,” Erechtheus/Erichthonios. The charioteer, however—and 
most astonishingly—is a maiden. The girl leans forward, holding 
her reins high and brandishing a whip, as she urges the yoked 
horses toward the battlefield. This maiden is likely to be none 
other than Erechtheus’s brave daughter, shown here as Athena’s 
comrade in the war against Eumolpos. Portraying Athena as a 
kind of apobates rider to the girl’s charioteer, the artist makes 
explicit the goddess’s intimate connection to the maiden called 
Parthenos, the girl who gave her life to save Athens. 

The fact that the battle of Erechtheus and Eumolpos is not 
attested in surviving literature prior to Euripides’s Erechtheus has 
led some scholars to question whether it can be represented on 
the Parthenon frieze. Since Euripides wrote “a decade after the 
frieze was finished,” one skeptic argues, “the play cannot be the 
source of the sculpture.”iss Of course it can’t, and no one has 
claimed that it is. As we have seen, the popularity of a particular 
myth, like that of its variants, can ebb and flow over time. It is 
even possible that the arrow of inspiration was shot the other 
way, with Euripides getting his idea from what he saw on the 
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Parthenon frieze. What if those wordlessly eloquent images 
moved him to bring to the stage the very story most prominently 
narrated on his city’s newest and most wondrous temple? And 
what if the Erechtheus myth, reenergized in the wake of the 
Persian Wars, was expanded to include a major victory over an 
exotic enemy, evoking that most recent, and greatest, of all 
Athenian triumphs? One can understand how the story of 
Erechtheus, elevated to a new prominence within Athenian 
consciousness, reached a peak in popularity at this time, 
celebrated in architectural sculpture, ritual practice, and, yes, 
drama. As Perikles and the Athenians renewed their Acropolis, 
they embraced a reinvigorated hero, a fresh face for a fresh start. 


Athena and daughter of Erechtheus ride into battle. Lucanian pelike from 
Herakleia, near Policoro, Italy. (illustration credit ill.81) 


A false assumption that text precedes image has long bedeviled 
our understanding of visual culture. It is motivated, in part, by 
the mostly documentary and illustrative role that images play in 
our contemporary world, capturing moments in time as 
supplement to the main work of literary accounts. The field of 
classical archaeology has been particularly beset by this bias, 
going back to the days of Heinrich Schliemann and earlier, when 
written texts were the primary guides and the archaeologist’s job 
was to search for material evidence to support what the texts say, 
just as Schliemann used the Iliad to discover the Troy and 


Mycenae of Homer. In a field shaped for centuries by philological 
inquiry, visual culture has invariably suffered, its distinctive 
grammar and stories neglected. 

In fact, a “language of images” and a “language of texts” exist 
quite independent of each other.iso Sometimes they overlap, but 
more often they take parallel tracks that never intersect. Art can 
inspire words just as words can inspire art. And a myth or story 
that is “in the air” at a particular moment can find expression 
equally in either. In the course of history, myths can be retold 
and codified through visual as well as through textual and oral 
expression, not to mention through ritual itself. Just like the 
chorus of serving maids in Euripides’s Ion, who view the 
sculptures decorating the temple of Apollo at Delphi, the poet 
might have walked around the Parthenon and been inspired by 
the stories that its sculptured figures tell.190 We have no difficulty 
accepting that the Parthenon sculptures inspired Keats’s poem 
“On Seeing the Elgin Marbles for the First Time.” Or that, two 
years later, in 1819, in “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” the poet would 
transmute his experience of the Parthenon frieze into that of 
viewing a more compact artifact, a fictional Greek vase: 


What men or gods are these? What maidens loth? 
What pipes and timbrels?... 


Who are these coming to the sacrifice? 

To what green altar, O mysterious priest, 
Lead’st thou that heifer lowing at the skies, 
And all her silken flanks with garlands drest? 


From these lines we can hardly divorce the figures of the 
Parthenon frieze seen by Keats in the British Museum: maidens, 
pipe players, offering bearers, sacrificial victims, priest, and 
lowing heifers. 

The technique used by Euripides has been called cinematic, 
employing “zoom” and “wide-shot” narration to modulate the 
audience’s intimacy with powerful visual icons.191 In the 
Erechtheus, he gives us a close-up of Pheidias’s statue of Athena 
Parthenos wrought in gold and ivory: “Raise a cry [ululate], 


women, so the goddess may come to the city’s aid, wearing her 
golden Gorgon.”192 The chryselephantine statue of Athena did, 
indeed, wear a Gorgon-headed aegis upon her chest (insert this 
page, bottom) and Euripides effectively “zooms” in on this detail, 
focusing his audience’s attention on the famous cult image. I 
would argue that Euripides also accesses the sculptures of the 
Parthenon’s west pediment when he places on the lips of 
Praxithea these words: “Nor will Eumolpos and his Thracian army 
ever—in place of the olive tree and golden Gorgon head—plant 
the trident on this city’s foundations and crown it with 
garlands.”193 So, too, he evokes the aulos and kithara players that 
we see on the north frieze (this page, this page, and front of 
book) when he has his chorus of old men sing: “taking up the task 
of my aged hand, the Libyan (lotus) pipe sounding to the 
kithara’s cries.”104 The next slab over from the musicians on the 
north frieze, in fact, shows a group of old men, one fixing a 
wreath upon his head (this page). It can be no coincidence that 
Euripides’s chorus intones: “and may I dwell peacefully with grey 
old age, singing my songs, my grey head crowned with 
garlands.” 195 

Thus Euripides seems to draw poetic inspiration from the 
Parthenon itself. He is even more imaginative when he focuses on 
the groups of men and maidens depicted on the east frieze (this 
page, this page, and front of book). In his mind’s eye, the marble 
maidens come to life as the chorus of old men asks: “shall the 
young girl share with aged man in the dance?”196 It may have 
been a bit of fantasizing on the part of the poet by now 
approaching sixty. For these are the parthenoi of the first 
Athenian maiden chorus, and their dance partners will be the 
young ephebes, not the old men of the city. 


THE PARTHENON HAS long been recognized as the most lavishly 
decorated of all Greek temples. The profusion of sculptures 
adorning its pediments, metopes, and frieze, its chryselephantine 
statue of Athena Parthenos, no less than the sophistication of its 
architecture, set it apart from other temple buildings. Indeed, its 
abundance of adornment has aptly been described as “hyper- 
decoration.”197 This distinctly Athenian predilection for opulence 
has, in turn, been read as a wasteful effort to flaunt and enhance 


Athenian ethnic prestige and political power. 19s 

But one can imagine a further motivation for the hyper- 
decoration of the Parthenon, one beyond pretension. The vivid 
and abundant sculptural adornment might have served much the 
same purpose as the astonishing cultivation of the literary and 
rhetorical arts at Athens during this same period. In her study of 
Plato’s view of the uses of philosophy, Danielle Allen articulates 
Plato’s theory of the role of language in politics. The philosopher 
calls for the vivid (enarges) and abundant use of language to 
educate the citizenry toward the formation of values.199 We 
might make the same claim for architectural sculpture. 

Sculptured images permanently visible on major monuments 
went a long way in teaching and sustaining these values for the 
citizens that beheld them every day. And they spoke with equal 
eloquence not just to the elites, who could read, but to those of 
the populace who were illiterate. The primary function of the 
hyper-decoration of the Parthenon, in some sense of the 
Parthenon tout court, was paideia, the education of the young by 
means of a visual extravaganza. 

As Allen has shown, Plato and Lykourgos recognized the 
central role of myth, poetry, and aitiology in teaching the young. 
Architectural sculpture provided a giant screen onto which the 
myths could be projected. Turning the next generation toward 
virtue by reminding them of the sacrifices made and the oaths 
taken by the youths and maidens of early Athens inspired 
generation after generation of young Athenians to do the same. 
The forefronting of Athenian youths in the Panathenaic 
competitions, especially in the tribal contests, the choral dances 
of the night vigil, the procession, and on the Parthenon frieze 
itself makes explicit the necessity of engaging the next generation 
in just what it means to be an Athenian. 


Nude male, horse rider, adolescent, and boy, north frieze, slab 47. Parthenon. 
(illustration credit ill.82) 


The carved figures render the gods and the ancestors eternally 
present. They teach the genealogy of a venerable people, the 
origins of their enduring rituals, and the values that defined 
Athenian identity. Now, at last, we can see a powerful myth 
narrative animating the lifelike features of the Parthenon frieze to 
help us recognize a more profound meaning in its imagery. By 
engaging with a new paradigm and adjusting our perspective by a 
few degrees, we can see things that have not been evident for 
centuries. 

At the very northwest corner of the Parthenon frieze is an 
arresting figure, among the first that visitors might see as they 
emerge from the Propylaia and make their way toward the front 
of the temple. Should they stop here and make the effort to look 
up into the shadows of the colonnade, they would behold a 
beautiful male nude who steadies a rearing horse while gesturing 
with his left hand to three young men who follow behind him 
(facing page). It is as if he were urging them forward. The first is 
a young mounted rider shown in profile, the next is an adolescent 
on foot, wearing a short tunic, and the third is a boy much 
younger by far, partially nude with mantle thrown loosely across 
his shoulders. We seem to be looking at the ages of man: boy, 
youth, and young adult are hailed and welcomed into the march 
of life as Athenians. 


Farther down this north frieze, we see the group of old men 
marching. There is the one who stops in his tracks and 
deliberately turns toward the viewer, lifting his arms to crown 
himself (this page), his strong, mature body caught in an 
arresting pose. He represents the best, the noblest, and the most 
handsome of Athenian elders, the very pinnacle of what a man 
can become when nurtured by and devoted to his city. The frieze 
thus provides a mirror in marble, reflecting back the ideal citizen 
from childhood to maturity, his glory, not his individuality, not 
the poetry or philosophy he makes, but in the fact of his being 
one of the many. It is the responsibility of Athens to educate him 
in the history, identity, values, and interests into which he has 
been born. In doing so, the polis provides the answer to that most 
compelling of all human questions: Where do I come from? 


WHY THE PARTHENON 


War, Death, and Remembrance in the Shaping of Sacred 
Space 


THE GERMAN ARCHAEOLOGIST PITCHED out a challenge. Eugene Plumb 
Andrews was intrigued. Freshly graduated from Cornell, Andrews 
had come to Greece on a fellowship from the American School of 
Classical Studies with hopes of running in the first modern 
Olympic Games the following summer. On this blustery afternoon 
in December 1895, atop the Acropolis summit, he was one among 
many students who had gathered to hear what Dr. Wilhelm 
Dorpfeld had to say. Young Andrews would come away seized by 
a new and overpowering purpose, one that would cause him to 
set aside his Olympic dreams altogether. 

Directing attention to the architrave, the great hundred-foot 
lintel resting atop the eight columns of the Parthenon’s east 
facade, Dörpfeld had pointed out deep holes just below the 
metopes. He then drew the students’ attention to the outlines of 
great circles, each 1.2 meters (4 feet) in diameter and barely 
visible as a discoloration in the marble. These were the “ghosts” 
of metal shields that once hung here, booty seized from a 
defeated enemy and displayed as trophies. But whose victory? 


Dorpfeld then pointed to hundreds of small holes drilled just 
beneath the triglyphs. These comprised twelve groups of cuttings, 
each of three lines, except for the last two groups of two lines 
each. The professor explained that these were dowel holes for the 
attachment of large gilded bronze letters that once spelled out a 
dedication. By studying the relative positions of the holes, one 
could, in theory, make out the letters of the alphabet that had 
been attached and in this way work out the inscription. “Such 
things have been done, and it is time that this were done,” 
Dorpfeld mused on the puzzle he was presenting.1 Eugene 
Andrews decided on the spot that he was the man to solve it. 

Within a month, Andrews was riding up the Parthenon’s east 
façade each morning in the rigging of a boatswain’s chair 
(below), grateful no doubt for his experience as a yachtsman. He 
took strips of wet paper, crossed at right angles, and pushed them 
deep into the drillings; thus Andrews took squeezes of each 
cluster of holes in the inscription. The work was arduous. He 
could complete just one squeeze a day, leaving the paper to dry 
overnight and praying that winds would not blow it off before 
morning.2 
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Eugene Andrews taking squeezes of the dowel holes on the Parthenon’s east 
architrave, 1895. (illustration credit ill.83) 


By late February 1896, Andrews stood in the library of the 
American School of Classical Studies on the slopes of Mount 
Lykabettos, presenting the results of his labors to the assembled 
scholars. Draping his squeezes all about the library shelves, he 
moved from sheet to sheet, explaining his reconstruction of the 
lost letters, some 251 in all. Andrews had managed to decipher 
the entire inscription. But not everyone was pleased with the 
result, least of all Andrews himself.3 

It had long been assumed that the so-called Parthenon 
Inscription was somehow connected with Alexander the Great’s 
dedication of three hundred Persian shields on the Acropolis 
following his decisive victory at Granikos near Troy in 334 B.c.4 
This was the first of three major battles he had won against the 


formidable Persian army. At Granikos, Alexander routed the 
forces of Arsames, the satrap of Cilicia, whose forces he’d stripped 
of their armor, sending it as booty to Athens for dedication at the 
Parthenon.s Alexander intended a bold and explicit reminder that 
the battle of Granikos had been won in revenge for the Persian 
destruction of the Acropolis in 480. It might have been more than 
150 years in the making, but this was a dish as delicious as it was 
cold. 

But Andrews’s decoding of the holes in the Parthenon’s 
architrave revealed a very different commemoration: praise not 
for mighty Alexander but, instead, for the most vile of Roman 
emperors, Nero. 


The Areopagus Council and Council of the Six Hundred and 
the People of Athens [honor] Emperor Greatest Nero Caesar 
Claudius Augustus Germanicus, son of a God, In the year of 
the General of the Hoplites for the eighth time and also 
Superintendent [of Athens] and Lawgiver [was] Ti[berius] 
Claudius Novius Son of Philinos, in the year the Priestess [of 
Athena was] Paulleina, Kapito’s Daughter.« 


We know little of Nero’s interaction with the Athenians, but the 
Parthenon Inscription attests that in A.D. 61/62 they granted him 
a series of unprecedented honors. First, the city’s highest award, a 
crown, was bestowed upon him by decree. Even more unusual, 
indeed unique, was the distinction of immortalizing Nero’s honors 
with an inscription on the east facade of the Parthenon. The 
gilded letters followed no Athenian custom but rather the 
standard practice for texts on Roman triumphal arches and other 
monuments.7 It was all the more remarkable recognition 
considering that the emperor, having spent more than a year in 
Greece, never even bothered to set foot in Athens itself. The 
accolades were, furthermore, premature. There had been no great 
victory that year, just the promise of peace on the eastern front. 
Such self-inflicted indignities were the wages of foreign 
domination, suffered first under the Macedonians and then under 
the Romans. 

In the mid-first century A.D., the Parthians were the empire’s 
great eastern enemy. Rome had battled them for decades over 
control of Armenia, a land of strategic importance to both sides. 


By A.D. 58, a crisis erupted when the Armenian king installed his 
brother on the throne. The Romans invaded, removing the 
brother and crowning a Cappadocian prince who was their 
trusted ally. Parthia was quick to retaliate in a series of military 
campaigns that threatened to escalate into a great war. In A.D. 
61/62, however, a compromise was brokered under which the 
Romans agreed to let the brother rule Armenia provided he 
acknowledged that he owed his kingship to Nero himself. 
Resolution of the Armenian problem did usher in a welcome 
period of peace. It was this relatively inglorious diplomatic 
victory of Nero’s that was celebrated in the Parthenon Inscription. 

It is not known whether the shields that hung between the 
gilded bronze letters on the Parthenon were those dedicated by 
Alexander or ones taken later from fallen Parthians by Nero’s 
Roman army. The egomaniac Nero would certainly have enjoyed 
comparison with Alexander. In any event, the inscription revealed 
by Eugene Andrews’s careful work shows that nearly five 
hundred years after the construction of the Parthenon, the temple 
remained an ultimately prestigious victory monument. The 
Parthenon would ever be a symbol of triumph over eastern 
enemies: Greeks over Persians, Romans over Parthians, and, as 
we shall see in chapter 8, the Attalids of Pergamon over the 
Gauls. But the tribute to Nero for his eastern victories would not 
last long on the Parthenon; the bronze letters of the inscription 
were swiftly removed from the architrave following Nero’s 
suicide in A.D. 68. It was only the dowel holes left behind that 
would bear witness to what Andrews himself called “the story of 
how a proud people, grown servile, did a shameful thing, and 
were sorry afterward.” s 

It is worth remembering that nearly ninety years before 
Alexander hung Persian shields on the Parthenon, Euripides 
placed these words on the lips of his chorus of old men in the 
Erechtheus: 


Let my spear lie idle for spiders to entangle in their webs; 
and may I dwell peacefully with grey old age, singing my 
songs, my grey head crowned with garlands, after hanging a 
Thracian shield upon Athena’s columned halls. 

Euripides, Erechtheus F 369.2-5 Kannichto 


The Thracian shield of which Euripides’s writes, seized from 
Eumolpos’s defeated army and hung on Athena’s “columned 
halls,” points to a tradition for displaying war booty on the 
Parthenon long before the time of Alexander the Great. The poet 
seems also to allude directly to the Parthenon’s north frieze, at 
the place where we see one man among the elders stopping to 
crown his “grey head with garlands” (this page). Euripides’s 
powerful imagery, envisioning spears left to gather cobwebs, 
references a time of peace following Erechtheus’s victory. 

A century later, Plutarch quotes these same lines from the 
Erechtheus when looking back on the Peloponnesian War. He 
writes of the so-called Peace of Nikias, which brought a welcome, 
if fleeting, break in the fighting in 423/22 B.c. During this one- 
year truce between Athens and Sparta, Plutarch tells us, one 
could hear choruses at Athens singing “Let my spear lie idle for 
spiders to entangle in their webs.”10 Indeed, it is on the strength 
of Plutarch’s remarks that the first performance of the Erechtheus 
has been dated to the City Dionysia of 422. 

In fact, the practice of dedicating arms and armor taken from 
the battlefield is attested in sanctuaries all across the Greek 
world. Sacred space was everywhere endowed with a distinctly 
martial aura. After all, much of the asking and thanking that went 
on within holy precincts had to do with the desire for a positive 
outcome in combat. And this is because of the centrality of war in 
Greek life. Whether with foreigners or fellow Greeks, it was an 
experience that touched every family; no household escaped the 
relentless, brutal, and ubiquitous culture of conflict and killing.11 
Prayer and sacrifice offered in petition or gratitude for victory 
were very personal as well as communal experiences, and within 
a fairly all-consuming cycle of death, loss, and remembrance, war 
and worship were tightly interwoven. 

In this respect, as in so many others, Athens was determined to 
show itself supreme. All male citizens between the ages of 
eighteen and sixty were eligible to fight, making for lifelong 
engagement with the spectrum of emotions that includes dread, 
terror, agony, and grief. Sons, brothers, fathers, grandfathers, 
cousins, and friends all fought side by side and fell together. The 
solidarity of genealogical awareness so central to democracy was 
also a centripetal counterforce to the centrifugal energies of 
carnage. For much of the Archaic and classical periods, men went 


to war each “season,” that is, during the summer months between 
the time for planting and the harvest. In Plato’s Laws, the Cretan 
lawgiver Kleinias remarks that for Greeks peace “is merely a 
name; yet, in truth, an undeclared war always exists by nature 
between every Greek city state.”12 If the Athenians are relatively 
unrecognized for the obsessively religious folk they were, their 
martial character is likewise under-remarked in the familiar 
litany of attributes. But the two in fact go not only hand in hand 
but also a long way in illuminating the people who made the 
Parthenon, as well as what it represented to them. 


MOSTLY, GREEKS FOUGHT over border disputes. In the Peloponnesian 
War, of course, they fought over much more.i3 Athens’s stunning 
rise to power and empire in the fifty years following the Persian 
sack filled the Spartans with dread. The defensive alliance forged 
between Athens and the naval power Kerkyra in 433 B.c., and 
agreements signed with Rhegium in southern Italy and Leontini 
in Sicily shortly thereafter, created an Athenian monopoly of 
seaborne trade that threatened the transport of food supplies 
from Sicily to the Peloponnese. And so by 431 B.C., just a year 
after the stunning sculptures were set up within the pediments of 
the Parthenon, Athens and its allies entered into a war with 
Sparta, one that would last some twenty-seven years. This conflict 
would pit a peerless naval power against an invincible ground 
force in a historical iteration of the cosmic struggle between sea 
and land. Across the decades of slaughter, a terrible plague would 
strike Athens, bringing even more death and dying to the city’s 
households. For all the sublimity of the Acropolis temples, the 
grand festivals, and the sacred rites still performed, gloom now 
filled the Athenian heart. The next battle, with the next death of a 
family member, was never far away. 

Hoplite warfare only magnified the horrors. It required great 
phalanxes of foot soldiers, wielding spears and carrying heavy 
shields, charging headlong at one another, and the result was 
piles and piles of corpses, some half a dozen deep. The goriest 
description is the one Xenophon gives of the battle at Koroneia in 
394 B.c.: “the earth stained with blood, friend and foe lying dead 
side by side, shields smashed to pieces, spears broken asunder, 
daggers drawn from their sheaths, some on the ground, some in 


bodies, others still gripped by hand.”14 Herodotos puts in the 
mouth of the Persian commander Mardonios blood-chilling words 
about the Greek way of war: “When they have declared war on 
each other, they fight on the best and most level ground they can 
find, so that the winners go away with great losses; I will not say 
anything about the losers, for they are utterly destroyed.” 15 

The grisly job of collecting, sorting, and identifying the dead is 
one that does not easily fade from memory.16 This physically and 
emotionally draining task befell the army too, the separating of 
enemy corpses from those of comrades, friends, and relatives, 
many beyond recognition. We hear that the Spartans, anticipating 
great carnage, scratched their names on little bits of wood 
(skytalis), wrapping them around their left wrists as they left for 
battle against the Messenians.17 The need for these proto—dog 
tags speaks to how disfiguring hoplite warfare was. 

At the end of each combat season, Athenians set up inscribed 
casualty lists giving the name, patronymic, and tribe of each of 
the war dead. Pausanias tells us that these lists included not just 
citizens but also allies, slaves, and foreign mercenaries who 
fought for Athens.is Cremated remains of the dead were publicly 
displayed for three days before burial in the public cemetery 
(demosion sema), said by Thucydides to be located in “the most 
beautiful suburb of the city.”19 Excavations show that it started 
about 200 meters (656 feet) outside the Dipylon Gate and lined 
the broad avenue running from the Kerameikos to the Academy 
(this page).20 Along this route casualty lists, mass burials, and 
tomb monuments have been unearthed; indeed, in 1979 the 
family plot of Lykourgos himself was discovered near the 
Academy’s entrance, confirming what we know from literary 
sources, that the patriot received the highest honor of public 
burial.2i And it was here in the demosion sema that Lykourgos’s 
idol Perikles would have stood as he delivered his famous eulogy 
for the first to die in the Peloponnesian War. Such rituals of 
remembrance—funeral orations, grave monuments, epitaphs, 
casualty lists, and burial rites—all reflect an intense desire to 
demonstrate that the dead would never be forgotten. Importantly, 
these public commemorations reassured surviving warriors that 
should the worst come to pass, their corpses too would be 
retrieved, their ashes buried, their memory kept alive, and their 
families made proud.22 


The Athenian battlefield was perhaps the most truly democratic 
space in the democratic society, as men of all ages, equals in 
representing their tribes, came together in quick, decisive, and 
bloody resolution of disputes. The brief and brutal anguish of 
infantry combat has been said to have defined a man’s entire 
relationship with his family, community, and country.23 So, too, 
the extreme experience of rowing the great triremes of the 
Athenian navy (some 170 oarsmen to a ship) brought rich and 
poor Athenians together on an utterly equal footing, in cramped 
and miserable galleys where they were acculturated firsthand to 
democratic values in their rawest state.24 Sharing long weeks of 
boredom and anticipation, interrupted by bursts of sheer terror in 
swift and gory battle, the men of Athens bonded fast with one 
another in their respective tribal brotherhoods. Fear and loss 
were as galvanizing as shared lineage. Thucydides speaks of this 
effect at Athens following the catastrophic defeat of the Sicilian 
expedition in 413 Bc: “They were overwhelmed by their 
calamity, and were in fear and consternation unutterable. The 
citizens and the city were alike distressed; they had lost a host of 
cavalry and hoplites and the flower of their youth, and there were 
none to replace them ... Still they determined, so far as their 
situation allowed, not to give way. They would procure timber 
and money by whatever means they might, and build a navy. As 
befits a democracy, they were very amenable to discipline while 
their fright lasted.” 25 

When defeated, the Athenians picked themselves up and 
remembered. In victory, they remembered too. The precious 
panoplies of armor and weapons were stripped from the fallen 
enemy and collected in Greek sanctuaries, giving tangible proof 
of triumph. The dedication of war booty served several purposes, 
chiefly that of giving thanks as well as pleasure to the gods who 
made victory possible. But it also inspired and indoctrinated 
future generations of warriors who visited the shrines, educating 
the young and reminding the broader citizenry of a shared 
military history. 

In this chapter, we shall look at how the imperative of 
memorializing the heroic dead shaped sacred space, furnishing 
another mystic cord of memory whereby the Athenians were 
bound to their remote past. As with genealogy, this bond 
connected the present-day populace not only to one another but 


also to their legendary forebears and to divinities. It also 
amplified the emotional and psychic charge of such places, 
beyond even the effect of their sanctification to particular gods, 
creating a unique nexus of death, memory, and holiness, of which 
the Parthenon is the most sublime example. 
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The pattern is attested throughout Greece. Mythic heroes from 
the Bronze Age whose “tombs” were still visible in historical 
times and heroes from the present who died defending their 
communities: both groups were commemorated within the great 
sanctuaries. War, death, and remembrance overhung each city, 
informing the placement of local shrines and the development of 


local rituals. We will consider as particular examples the great 
Panhellenic sanctuaries of Olympia, Delphi, Isthmia, and Nemea 
(facing page), where the tombs of mythical heroes are located 
close to the temples of Olympian gods. Ultimately, of course, our 
purpose is to understand how the meaning of the Acropolis’s most 
sacred spaces developed from the perceived presence of the 
tombs of Erechtheus and his daughters within temples of Athena: 
the Erechtheion and the Parthenon. In this way we can 
understand how the Parthenon inevitably also became the 
Athenians’ (and, eventually, all Greeks’) supreme place of 
memory. 


STUDENTS OF ANCIENT GREECE have long been taught to study space 
hallowed to gods (and votive offerings left there) as distinct from 
funerary space (and grave goods), but the two are more 
interconnected than such thinking allows. Not so surprisingly 
perhaps: triumph in battle required a combination of human and 
divine will; the favor and intervention of the gods were 
absolutely essential but so too was the shedding of human blood. 
Gods and goddesses must do their part, handing out good fortune 
and distributing defeat; heroes must give their lives, in return for 
which their remains are, fittingly, sanctified. Tombs and temples 
are thus intricately linked, much like the asking and thanking 
that characterized Greek piety as a whole. It is no wonder, then, 
that trophies of war took pride of place within the great sacred 
precincts. They are the perfect totems of the city’s rightness with 
the gods. 

The great Panhellenic sanctuaries, those that drew Greeks from 
everywhere across state borders, were dynamic arenas for the 
display and commemoration of military victories. Indeed, the 
development and growth of these sanctuaries were in large part 
financed by the spoils of war, linking death and worship together 
from their earliest foundations. At the end of the eighth and the 
beginning of the seventh centuries, there is a surge in the 
dedication of arms and armor at sanctuaries and, at the same 
time, a decline in martial grave goods deposited in private 
burials.26 This has been seen to reflect a shift in emphasis, from 
honoring an individual’s role as a warrior (marked privately by 
his family) to commemorating the soldier as national hero, 


recognized publicly in rituals financed by the state. This 
institutionalization of commemoration rites in public sanctuaries 
has been seen to play an important role in state formation itself.27 

By the early fifth century there were four principal Panhellenic 
shrines on the official festival circuit of the Greek mainland, 
known as the periodos. Olympia and Delphi were the most 
prestigious, with festivals held in the first and third years of the 
sequence. Celebrations at Isthmia and Nemea, both held every 
second and fourth year of the cycle, were carefully timed so as 
not to interfere with the more senior festivals.2s Pilgrims came 
from all over the Greek world to participate in these feasts; city- 
states sent their finest athletes to represent them in the associated 
games. These states contributed to and invested in the 
Panhellenic shrines, constructing lavish treasury buildings, 
dedicating expensive offerings, setting up statues of renowned 
members of their communities, erecting victory monuments, and, 
very important, offering tithes from the spoils of war, arms and 
armor from fallen enemies. The local administrations overseeing 
these Panhellenic sanctuaries not only consented to the setting up 
of offerings by independent states but absolutely welcomed them 
as critical investments in their financial, cultural, and religious 
well-being. 

Anthony Snodgrass has shown how sacred pilgrimage to the 
periodos sites made for a world of competitive emulation and 
cultural exchange in sanctuary centers where information and 
ideas could be shared by travelers from across the Greek world. 
In early days, this was very much the rarefied milieu of 
prominent aristocratic families competing with one another; over 
time, it evolved into a conspicuous showcase for interstate 
rivalries, even enmities.29 This is brilliantly communicated in the 
dedication of vast amounts of armor and weapons that gave these 
sanctuaries their overwhelmingly martial character. It has been 
estimated that more than a hundred thousand helmets had been 
dedicated at Olympia by the seventh and sixth centuries B.c.30 The 
sanctuary of Poseidon at Isthmia was not far behind, with 
quantities of arms and armor offered throughout the eighth and 
seventh centuries, soldiers’ booty awarded after successful 
campaigns. More than two hundred fragmentary helmets and 
countless shields have been excavated from within Poseidon’s 
precinct, where dedications from wars peaked during the mid- 


sixth and early fifth centuries.31 The road leading out from the 
sanctuary to Corinth was lined with helmets, shields, and 
cuirasses conspicuously set up as a display of Corinthian 
superiority.32 

Delphi was a most prestigious setting for the dedication of war 
booty. It housed the world’s most famous oracle and, as the so- 
called navel of the earth, was visited by throngs of pilgrims from 
across the ancient world who came to consult the Pythia about 
their future. Visibility was supreme at Delphi, and if a state 
wanted to show off, this was the place to do it. In the mid-sixth 
century, the rich king Kroisos of Lydia dedicated a gold shield at 
the temple of Athena Pronaia just down the road from the Apollo 
sanctuary.33 Herodotos tells that some two thousand shields were 
sent to Delphi following the Phokians’ defeat of the Thessalian 
cavalry in a conflict a few years before the Battle of 
Thermopylai.34 In 339 B.c., the Athenians sent golden shields to be 
hung on the new temple of Apollo (the old one having burned 
down in 373). These were inscribed: “The Athenians from the 
Medes [Persians] and Thebans when they fought against the 
Greeks.”35 This, of course, was terribly insulting to the Thebans, 
who had collaborated with the Persians some 140 years earlier. 
The Athenians made absolutely sure that no one would forget 
this, broadcasting it here in perpetuity, at the very “navel of the 
earth.” In 279 B.c., following their victory over the Gauls at 
Thermopylai, the Athenians and Aetolians once again hung gold 
shields upon the architrave of Apollo’s temple.3« 

In fact, no city-state dedicated more monuments at Delphi than 
Athens did, heaping the sanctuary with lavish offerings to keep 
Athenian supremacy ever on full display.37 The Athenians built a 
treasury entirely of Parian marble, decorated with sculptured 
metopes showing the exploits of their great heroes Herakles and 
Theseus. Pausanias says the building was financed from the spoils 
of their victory at Marathon in 490 B.c.3s We have already noted 
in chapter 3 that a victory monument celebrating Miltiades’s 
success at Marathon was set up by the Athenians at Delphi. 
Kimon’s father, the hero of the battle, was shown in a bronze 
portrait statue, flanked by Athena, Apollo, and the legendary 
kings and heroes of Athens, images created by no less a master 
than Pheidias himself. The Athenians also built a marble stoa at 
Delphi, commemorating their victory over the Persians at the 


Battle of Mykale in 479. Here they displayed the actual cables 
used by Xerxes to bind his famous pontoon bridge across the 
Hellespont, a triumph of engineering that enabled the Persian 
army to stream into Greece from Asia. As tangible “objects of 
memory,” the captured cords bore witness to the courage with 
which Athenians reversed their losses of a decade earlier to defeat 
the Persian foe. 

Panhellenic sanctuaries thus served as international stages on 
which the Greek city-states broadcast their commitment to 
winning, putting their resolve on display through the dedication 
of victory monuments and the establishment of rituals honoring 
those who served.39 Let us consider how this system worked.40 
Olympia served as the regional cult place for all of Elis (a district 
in the northwest Peloponnese), as well as a center for interstate 
activity. As administrators of the sanctuary, the people of Elis 
financed the building of the temple of Zeus with spoils from their 
victory over Pisa in 470 B.c. But when the Spartans wished to 
hang a golden shield on the front gable of the temple (prime real 
estate for showing off their victory over the Athenians at Tanagra 
in 458/457), the Elian administration was happy to consent. And 
so the Spartans installed a great gold shield with a Gorgon’s head 
(a symbol of Athena and thereby Athens) along with a hurtful 
inscription: “From the Argives, Athenians, and Ionians.”41 This 
was particularly stinging to their Athenian adversaries, who 
would ever after suffer in seeing their humiliating defeat 
memorialized at Zeus’s Panhellenic shrine. 

Years later, the Messenians and Naupaktians set up their own 
victory monument somewhat deflating this Spartan trophy. 
Supported on a tall column to reach the height of the golden 
shield fixed on the gable, the beautiful marble statue of Nike (this 
page) was offered by the people of Messene and Naupaktos 
following the Athenian victory over the Spartans at Sphakteria in 
425. Thus, we see a monumental tit-for-tat. The master sculpture 
Paionios’s winged Nike flew right in the face of the Spartan 
victory dedication from thirty years earlier. Gold and marble may 
endure, but triumphant advantage is fleeting. 

As early as the Archaic period, we find a tradition for setting 
winged sphinxes atop tall columns within Greek sanctuaries. The 
Naxians erected such a sphinx column just beneath the temple of 
Apollo at Delphi around 570-560 »B.c. (this page). Fragments of 


similar sphinx columns have been found in the sanctuaries of 
Apollo on Delos, Apollo at Cyrene, and Aphaia on Aegina, as well 
as on the Athenian Acropolis (where the column probably stood 
just north of the Old Athena Temple, insert this page, bottom).42 
These dedications served as apotropaic devices, the airborne 
creatures intended to ward off evil forces that might threaten the 
temple’s beauty. The flying Victory of Paionios can be seen as a 
fourth-century iteration of this long tradition of winged creatures 
set high in the air above sanctuaries, propelled into flight, as it 
were. With Panhellenic precincts functioning as great arenas for 
competitive displays of booty and power, the need for protective 
charms, as well as boastful emblems of victory, was great. 

The Spartan surrender at Sphakteria was a huge triumph for 
the Athenians and their allies. It is no wonder the Athenian 
general Kleon brought 120 shields from the battlefield to Athens 
for public display.43 Some were hung in the Painted Stoa within 
the Agora; one among these, unearthed during excavations in 
1936, bears an inscription confirming its provenance: “over the 
Spartans at Pylos.”44 Ninety-nine other shields, also from this 
victory, were apparently carried up the Acropolis for display on 
the high podium that supports the Athena Nike temple (this 
page).45 

As worshippers approached the Acropolis, the first thing they 
would see was the small, elegant shrine of Athena Nike, perched 
atop the old Mycenaean defensive bastion, a constant reminder of 
its glorious past as an unbreached citadel. Construction began on 
the Nike temple in the mid-420s B.c. and was completed around 
410.46 It replaced an earlier cult building from the first decade of 
the century, a structure that replaced an even earlier, Archaic 
shrine. The graceful Ionic temple of the late fifth century, the last 
of the Periklean vision for the Acropolis, served as an important 
harbinger of what was to come once the visitors passed through 
the Propylaia and into the sacred space. Indeed, this beacon of 
Victory heralded the astonishing excess of military booty, 
trophies, and treasures that would dazzle worshippers once 
inside, culminating in a treasure trove of dedications within the 
Parthenon itself. All around the podium of the Nike temple, pairs 
of cuttings can be seen in the marble for the attachment of hooks 
of some kind, no doubt to affix shields upon the marble wall.47 A 
strong case has been made that the shields once held here were 


those taken by Kleon at Sphakteria. Just a year following this 
battle, in Aristophanes’s play the Knights, the “Sausage-Seller” 
comments that Kleon hung his shields in an unusual manner, that 
is, with their handles still attached.4s Trophy shields usually had 
their handles removed before they were hung for display and 
Kleon apparently chose not to do this. The strange double 
cuttings on the podium have been interpreted as dowel holes 
necessary to hang the shields with their handles intact, perhaps 
so they could be taken down and used.49 


Statue of Nike carved by Paionios and dedicated by the Messenians and 
Naupaktians at the sanctuary of Zeus, Olympia, following their victory over the 
Spartans in 425 B.C. (illustration credit ill.85) 


The Nike temple bastion is sheathed in Pentelic marble blocks 
that wrap around the Mycenaean fortifications that still stand 
beneath it. Indeed, the Athena Nike precinct is built on the very 
spot where the Mycenaean defensive bastion stood, at some 
distance out from the gateway in a highly strategic spot (this 


page). This construction was vital to the security of the Acropolis, 
giving a direct line of fire down onto the right-hand side of an 
advancing enemy. This was the vulnerable side, since most 
fighters held their sword in their right hand and their shield in 
their left. The ability to get off a good shot from high on the 
upper right was crucial to protecting ancient fortresses generally: 
similar Mycenaean defenses are found near the gateways of 
Mycenae, Tiryns, and Thebes.5o 

At Athens, local memory would have held this particular spot 
especially sacred. It was from these high walls that the heroic 
ancestors kept the enemy at bay. In fact, the architects of the 
fifth-century Nike temple were so keen to keep the epic past 
visible that they cut windows into the bastion, through which one 
could see and touch the Mycenaean walls, those of the so-called 
Cyclopean masonry.51 


Athena Nike temple and bastion, Athenian Acropolis, from northwest. 
(illustration credit ill.86) 


Such immediate proximity to a preserved stretch of Mycenaean 


fortifications made the placement of Kleon’s Spartan shields all 
the more potent. Decades following their dedication, the Nike 
bastion would be crowned with a stunning sculptured parapet. 
On it were carved a series of winged Victories shown leading 
cattle to a thanksgiving sacrifice for Athena, the goddess who 
made Athenian triumph possible.s2 Among the winged figures we 
see the famous “Sandalbinder,” a Nike who gracefully bends over 
to tie her shoe. We also see a Nike who holds a helmet, while 
another adorns a trophy, and on the south side of the parapet, 
armor is shown, further spoils of triumph. At the very west end of 
this south flank, we see the goddess Athena herself (below). Her 
job is done, and she takes her rest, seated on a large block of 
stone. Her shield, no longer needed, is propped upright against 
the back of her seat. A Victory approaches the goddess, bringing 
yet another trophy from the battlefield, the base of which can be 
made out in front of Athena’s right foot. Kleon’s Spartan shields 
would thus have been beautifully echoed in the relief sculptures 
above them, sculptures depicting a panoply of helmets, shields, 
and armor, carved years after Kleon’s booty was first displayed. 


Seated Athena from south side of Nike temple parapet. Acropolis Museum. 
(illustration credit ill.87) 
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Reconstruction drawing of Bronze Athena with other dedications on the 
Acropolis. By G. P. Stevens. (illustration credit ill.88) 


ACROSS SOME EIGHT HUNDRED YEARS, the first image to greet 
worshippers as they walked through the gateway and into the 
Acropolis precinct was Pheidias’s colossal bronze statue of Athena 
(above), itself a victory monument, said to have been financed by 
a tithe of the Persian spoils taken at Marathon in 490 B.c.53 The 
image stood just in front of what remained of the Old Athena 
Temple, 40 meters (131 feet) beyond the Propylaia. Part of its 
base survives in situ and shows that it measured 5.5 meters (18 
feet) square.s4 Traditionally dated to the 460s—450s B.c., the 
statue is now believed by some to have been more or less 
contemporary with the Parthenon.s5 An inscribed marble slab 
listing expenses for the materials and labor that went into the 
making of the statue indicates that it took nine years for the 
Bronze Athena to be completed.56 Like the Athenians themselves, 
the Bronze Athena looked forward, gazing out from the Acropolis 
directly at the island of Salamis, where the Athenians had won 
their freedom and defeated the Persian foe.57 

There had never been anything quite like it at Athens; indeed, 
the colossal goddess is estimated to have stood somewhere 
between 9 and 16 meters (30 and 50 feet) in height.ss Pausanias 


tells us that one could see the tip of Athena’s spear and the crest 
of her helmet all the way from Cape Sounion, some 70 kilometers 
(43 miles) east of Athens.so We have some idea of what the statue 
looked like, thanks to firsthand accounts and images replicating it 
on coins, vases, and sculpture.so Athena is believed to have stood 
with shield at her left side and her right hand outstretched, 
holding a winged Nike or, possibly, an owl. Her spear would have 
rested at her side. Pausanias tells us that her shield was decorated 
with carved figures showing the battle of the Lapiths and the 
Centaurs. Coins dating to A.D. 120-150 show the Bronze Athena 
standing before a gabled temple that must be the Parthenon, with 
a staircase and gateway leading up the Sacred Rock.«1 

Walking past the Bronze Athena, pilgrims would have been 
faced with a brilliant abundance of rich dedications from across 
centuries of worship and victory. A stretch of Xerxes’s cables, 
another piece of those we have seen dedicated at Delphi, was 
displayed here on the Acropolis as well. But what could be seen 
standing on the Sacred Rock could not compare with the precious 
treasures locked inside the Parthenon, the Erechtheion, and the 
opisthodomos of the Old Athena Temple. In fact, some of the 
most illustrious trophies of Athenian victories were housed in this 
surviving back chamber of the ruined Archaic temple of Athena 
(this page).s2 Here was the sword of the hated Persian general 
Mardonios, who sacked Athens in 480, only to die the following 
year at Plataia.s3 And here was the golden breastplate and bridle 
of Masistios, commander of the Persian cavalry who died in a 
skirmish leading up to the Battle of Plataia. So deeply mourned 
was this talented horseman that the inconsolable Persians shaved 
the manes of all their horses and pack animals, as well as their 
own hair, to express their collective grief.«4 

Inscribed treasury accounts document a vast catalog of bounty 
that filled the Parthenon itself: its eastern cella, westernmost 
room, and porches were packed with arms and armor, precious 
metal vessels, jewelry, coins, furniture, musical instruments, and 
more.s5 We hear of Persian daggers (akinakes), some overlaid 
with gold, others with sheaths of ivory; dozens and dozens of 
bronze helmets, including an Illyrian one from Lesbos and 
another from Achaia; hundreds of bronze shields, dozens made of 
gilded wood; sabers and swords, greaves, a panoply dedicated by 
Alexander, son of Polyperchon; over a hundred spear points, used 


arrows, and a small ivory javelin. 

There were also baskets and boxes by the dozens, some of gilt 
wood, others of silver and bronze; gold coins and unmarked gold 
and silver; gilt statues of maidens, golden Nikai, Gorgons, 
monsters, and griffins; and a silver gilt mask. Hundreds of gold 
and silver libation bowls and other precious vessels filled the 
temple, along with lyres made of ivory, gold, and wood and a gilt 
ivory case for double-pipes. There were hundreds of pairs of 
earrings, and rings of gold and onyx; five wide-collar necklaces 
with stones; a golden belt; a necklace with stones and rosettes 
and a ram’s head. But the most famous jewelry of all was that 
dedicated by Roxane, Baktrian wife of Alexander the Great, who 
offered a gold necklace to Athena Polias along with a golden 
rhyton. Her gifts appear in the inventories for the year 305/304 
B.C.66 

A writing tablet, a gilt bridle, a lustral basin, an incense burner, 
a sacrificial knife with ivory sheath, a linen chiton, some fine 
muslin cloth, boots: these are varied and very personal offerings 
that filled the shelves and floors and porches of the temple. Its 
westernmost room, that which the inventory accounts refer to as 
the parthenon, had giant doors, even bigger than those opening 
onto the eastern cella, and a great treasure trove locked within: 
seven gilt Persian swords and a gold-plated helmet, three bronze 
helmets, and many shields, as well as quantities of furniture, 
including seven couches from Chios and ten from Miletos, stools, 
and tables (one with inlaid ivory).67 And then there were those 
hundreds of pairs of gold earrings, silver and gold bowls, and so 
many lyres, all dedicated here in the room called the parthenon. 


THIRTY YEARS AGO, in a pair of identically titled back-to-back 
articles, Georges Roux and the Greek epigraphist Jacques Tréheux 
vigorously debated the big question: “Pourquoi le Parthénon?” 68 
Indeed, why is the Parthenon called by this name? Its translation 
is simple enough: “Place of the Maidens.” But which maidens and 
why? Roux rejected this meaning out of hand, advancing the 
opinion that the word refers not to a group of girls but to the 
virginity of the goddess Athena and that the room called 
parthenon was, in fact, the eastern cella of the temple, home to 
Athena’s monumental cult statue. Tréheux vehemently disagreed, 


arguing that the word parthenon demands a plurality of maidens 
and that the room in question is the westernmost or back 
chamber of the building (this page). 

In amplifying this debate, the French duo seized on an enigma 
that had puzzled experts since the early days of classical 
archaeology. Already in 1893, Adolf Furtwängler insisted that 
parthenon be understood in a plural sense, indeed as a cult place 
for a group of Athenian maidens. He even named the daughters of 
Erechtheus (or, possibly, the daughters of Kekrops) as the 
maidens in question.co Wilhelm Dörpfeld saw these maidens not 
as mythical princesses but as historical ergastinai, the “worker 
women” who wove the peplos for the Panathenaic festival. He 
suggested that the actual weaving took place within the rear 
chamber of the Parthenon.7o But there were also, in these early 
days, those who looked to Athena’s virginity as the source of the 
name of the building and who, like Roux in later years, believed 
the parthenon to be one and the same with the eastern cella of the 
temple.71 

At the root of this debate are a series of inscribed inventories 
that record sacred property housed within the Parthenon (facing 
page). Beginning in 434/433 B.c. and running until circa 408/407 
B.C., the inventories of the treasurers of Athens describe offerings 
held in the proneos (the east porch), in the hekatompedon 
(believed to be the eastern cella), and in a place called parthenon 
(most likely the western room of the building).72 The accounts 
also speak of the contents of the opisthodomos, which has now 
been identified as the surviving back room of the Old Athena 
Temple where treasures, and possibly the olive wood statue of 
Athena, were kept, at least until the Erechtheion was built (this 
page).73 

The building we call Parthenon today was known by several 
names in antiquity. In the fifth century it was simply referred to 
as “the temple,” ho neos.74 According to a late source, the 
architects who actually worked on the project and wrote a 
treatise on its construction—Mnesikles and Kallikrates—called 
the building the “Hekatompedos,” or “Hundred-Footer.”75 This 
name could have been used in remembrance of what came before 
it on this same spot. (As discussed in chapter 2, something called 
the Hekatompedon is attested on the Archaic Acropolis and may 
have occupied the space where the Parthenon stands today.)76 


But by the fourth century, the word parthenon had come to be 
used for the entire temple.77 It is Demosthenes who, in 345/344 
B.C., gives us our first attested use of this word to describe the 
Parthenon as a whole.7s Interestingly, Plutarch combines the two 
names, referring to the building as the “Hekatompedon 
Parthenon.”79 And by the time Pausanias writes in the second 
century A.D., he refers to the temple simply as “the building they 
call Parthenon.”so 

As Roux and Tréheux point out, there are other sanctuaries 
besides that of Athena at Athens that have places called parthenon 
within them. These include the shrines of Artemis at Brauron, 
Artemis at Magnesia on the Maeander, and Meter Plakiane at 
Kyzikos on the Black Sea.s1 The presence of maidens, and a room 
for them, at the shrines of the virgin goddess Artemis are easy to 
understand. Less clear would be why the mother goddess Meter 
Plakiane would be associated with a parthenon.s2 Seizing on the 
case at Magnesia, Roux points out that Artemis was worshipped 
here under the epithet Leukophrene and not Parthenos, and uses 
this to bolster his argument that Athena Polias at Athens could 
still have a temple called Parthenon.s3 
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Plan of Acropolis showing classical and Hellenistic monuments. (illustration 
credit ill.89) 


Which invites the question: Is “Parthenos” an epithet at all? 
Indeed, Athena is not worshipped under the name Athena 
Parthenos at any site outside Athens.s4 But even if it were, it 
would be highly unusual for a place-name to be formed from an 
epithet. Normally, place-names are formed from a divinity’s 
proper name. A place sacred to Hera is called a Heraion. A place 
sacred to Artemis is an Artemision. A precinct sacred to Athena 
should be called an Athenaion. A room belonging to a single 
maiden is a parthenion (in Greek script, napðéviov, with the 
ending -tov). A parthenon (written napðevwv, with the ending - 
wv), however, is clearly a place that belongs to a plurality of 


maidens. Most nouns whose ending is spelled -wv or -ewv have a 
collective sense.s5 Elaion is therefore a place full of olive trees, 
hippon a place for horses, andron is a place for men, and gynaikon 
a place for women. 

Our “place of the maidens” could well be explained by Athena’s 
words at the very end of Euripides’s Erechtheus in which she 
instructs Praxithea to bury her dead daughters in a single earth- 
tomb and to establish a temenos to them. Athena then orders the 
queen to build, for her dead husband, a precinct (sekos) with 
stone enclosure in the middle of the Acropolis. Euripides is here 
offering by etymology an explanation for the foundation of the 
two great cult buildings on the Periklean Acropolis: if the 
Erechtheion incorporates the tomb of Erechtheus, then the 
Parthenon must incorporate the tomb of the virgins. 

Indeed, the westernmost room of the Parthenon could have 
been perceived to cover the very spot where the tomb of the 
virgin daughters of Erechtheus lay. This would accord with the 
Erechtheion, where the tomb of Erechtheus was understood to 
rest beneath the western part of the building. If this is so, then 
the heroic father and daughters were more intimately connected 
to the worship, and cult buildings, of Athena than we have 
previously imagined. Not only was their sacrifice celebrated on 
the frieze; together with the goddess herself, they received the 
most holy and most glorious temple honors, sacrifices, and ritual 
devotions. 


Western room of Parthenon as reconstructed with proto-Corinthian columns. 
By P. Pedersen. (illustration credit ill.90) 


While heroes of other Panhellenic sites may have died tragic 
deaths and received burial within sanctuaries, cult honors, and 
funerary games, it is at Athens alone that the heroic deaths served 
a higher purpose. Indeed, only at Athens did the city’s founder- 
hero and his heroic daughters give their lives to save their entire 
community and its future. The transcendent selflessness of the 
Athenian heroines speaks directly to the core values that the 
citizens of Athens professed as uniquely their own. 

The identification of the west room of the Parthenon with the 
tomb of the Erechtheids is bolstered by evidence for burials of 
other heroic maidens in proximity to the temples of the goddesses 
with whom they were closely connected. Iphigeneia’s tomb was 
located in the sanctuary of Artemis at Brauron, while the tomb of 
the daughters of Antipoinos was set within the sanctuary of 
Artemis of Glory in Thebes. Of course, Iphigeneia was sacrificed 
to resolve a crisis for the collective good of the Greeks; she helped 
the Greek fleet set sail for the Trojan War. And the daughters of 
Antipoinos gave their lives in order to save their city of Thebes 
from attack, just as the Erechtheids did for Athens. All these 
maidens received heroic burials and sacred rites within the holy 


precincts of the goddesses they were close to.s6 

The westernmost room of the Parthenon, in fact, gives us an 
important hint of its ambient funerary character (previous page). 
Poul Pedersen has persuasively argued that the four interior 
columns supporting its roof were crowned by a proto-version of 
Corinthian capitals.s7 He further relates the layout of this unusual 
“center-space room” to the cult building of the Eleusinian 
Mysteries, the Telesterion at Eleusis, a structure designed by none 
other than the architect of the Parthenon itself: Iktinos.ss 

Vitruvius tells us that the Corinthian order originated with a 
basket (kalathos) left at the tomb of an aristocratic maiden at 
Corinth. An akanthos plant grew up and around the openwork of 
the basket, giving it a beautiful, leafy appearance that caught the 
eye of the architect Kallimachos as he passed by. Inspired by this 
pleasing form, Kallimachos reportedly designed a column capital 
imitating the shape of the tender leaves entwining the basket: 
thus, the Corinthian order was born. And as Joseph Rykwert has 
demonstrated, Vitruvius’s account contains five telltale elements: 
a virgin, a death, an offering basket, akanthos, and the notion of 
rebirth.so As we shall see at the end of this chapter, the daughters 
of Erechtheus are intimately associated with each of these 
elements. And it would seem that the deliberate innovation of 
proto-Corinthian capitals on the columns in the room called 
parthenon signals the funerary function of this deeply sacred 
space. 

Akanthos leaves take center stage, once again, at the very peak 
of the Parthenon’s gables, which were crowned by an astonishing 
pair of giant floral akroteria, one at either end of the temple 
(insert this page, bottom). Carved in Pentelic marble, these show 
a highly innovative and ambitious openwork design and soar to 
an astounding height of nearly 4 meters (13 feet). Some twenty- 
seven fragments of these rooftop anthemia survive, showing fully 
developed akanthos scrolls and spreading leaves. It is a wonder 
that this delicate masterpiece of openwork, carved from heavy 
marble, could have survived production and hoisting into place.90 
Indeed, Pedersen emphasizes the groundbreaking free-plastic 
manner in which the openwork floral finials have been rendered. 
He makes a connection between these pioneering akanthos 
akroteria and the akanthos leaves of the equally innovative proto- 
Corinthian capitals he restores in the Parthenon’s westernmost 


room. Tracing the metamorphosis of traditional lotus-palmette 
and scroll anthemia seen on Archaic and classical funerary 
monuments, Pedersen sees a development toward akanthos leaf 
finials for gravestones of the late fifth and early fourth 
centuries.01 Of essential importance to our argument is the 
relation between the akanthos elements on grave stelai and those 
atop and within the Parthenon. With four Nikai hovering above 
the corners of its roof (this page) and two akanthos akroteria at 
the very peak of its gables (insert this page, bottom), the 
Parthenon signals loud and clear that it is at once a monument to 
Athenian victory and at the same time a final resting place for the 
maidens who gave their lives to win Athenian triumph. 

This reading may also help explain just why the Erechtheion 
and the Parthenon shared a single priestess and a single altar 
(this page). Normally, each temple had its own altar and its own 
presiding priest or priestess. The peculiarity of Acropolis cult 
practice can now be understood in light of the founding myth 
that has Praxithea looking after the tomb shrine of her husband 
as well as that of her daughters, both housed within temples of 
Athena: the Erechtheion and the Parthenon. As the sole surviving 
member of the royal family, Praxithea is appointed first priestess 
of Athena on the Acropolis. She alone has the right to initiate 
burnt sacrifice on Athena’s altar, an altar that serves both 
temples. 

One can only wonder if the small naiskos and altar identified by 
Manolis Korres in the north peristyle of the Parthenon (this page) 
has something to do with an ancient understanding of a very 
early shrine beneath the platform of the Periklean temple. We 
recall Athena’s words to Praxithea in the Erechtheus: “It is 
necessary that these daughters have a precinct that must not be 
entered [abaton] and no one of the enemies should be allowed to 
make secret sacrifice there.”92 Could this naiskos mark the spot of 
the inaccessible holy place of the maiden daughters of Erechtheus 
perceived to be down below? 


NEARLY THIRTY YEARS AGO, Donald G. Kyle argued that the 
Panathenaia developed from funeral games initiated by 
prominent old Athenian families.os This would explain why 
games and competitions (in memory of the heroic dead) were 


such an integral and essential part of the Panathenaic festival. It 
would also signal that the grand procession from the Kerameikos 
to the Acropolis (insert this page, top) had as its ultimate 
destination not only the altar of Athena but also the tombs of 
Erechtheus and his daughters. Thus, from cemetery to cemetery 
the citizenry marched, ever mindful of lives lost across the ages to 
ensure the very survival of Athens itself. 

We have noted earlier that “Parthenos” is not a proper epithet 
for Athena. Instead, I maintain that the name comes to the 
goddess by attraction, referring not to Athena herself but to the 
youngest daughter of Erechtheus, the girl who is called 
“Parthenos” throughout Euripides’s play. So intimately was this 
maiden associated with Athena that in time their identities 
merged. And so the foundation myth gave rise to a double- 
barreled cult title incorporating the name of the divinity with 
that of the local heroine: Athena-Parthenos. This follows the same 
pattern through which the cult title Poseidon-Erechtheus was 
formed. At the end of the Erechtheus, Athena proclaims that on 
account of his killer, Erechtheus will henceforth be called Holy 
Poseidon-Erechtheus. The double-barreled cult names, Poseidon- 
Erechtheus and  Athena-Parthenos, thus represent the 
incorporation of local hero cult into the worship of local 
Olympians. 

This same model of double-barreled worship, combining an 
Olympian deity with a local hero, is found at other Greek 
sanctuaries. Zeus-Agamemnon was worshipped at Sparta, Apollo- 
Hyakinthos at Amyklai, and Artemis-Iphigeneia at Brauron. Each 
of these sites features the tomb of the local hero/heroine situated 
close to the temple of the locally worshipped Olympian.o4 The 
pattern at Athens is the same, only more so, for the daughters of 
Erechtheus are part of a larger program of paideia. They are 
vitally central to the teaching of a unique set of values and the 
establishment of a common knowledge that made Athens 
different from every other city-state in Greece. 


THE SPECIAL RELATIONSHIP between tombs and temples brings us to 
the larger question of the role of hero cult in shaping sacred 
space.os Greeks of the historical period regularly stumbled upon 
remains from the prehistoric era. The great stretches of Cyclopean 


masonry surviving from the Late Bronze Age were fairly 
indestructible, becoming a permanent feature of ancient sites. 
Mycenaean walls are visible to this day on the Athenian 
Acropolis, juxtaposed with constructions postdating them by 
eight hundred years and more (this page). Classical Athenians 
would have understood these remains to be relics from the time 
of their earliest ancestors. They clearly constructed stories, and 
rituals, around them. 

Iron Age Greeks of the Peloponnese discovered Bronze Age 
ruins and believed them to be the tombs of epic heroes. A 
Mycenaean bridge is still in use to this day at Arkadiko near the 
modern road leading from Tiryns to Epidauros. One of a handful 
of bridges that survive from the Late Bronze Age, it is made of 
Cyclopean masonry and runs some 22 meters (72 feet) in length, 
supported by a corbeled arch.9s Recognizing the great antiquity 
of this structure, historical Greeks of the classical period erected a 
shrine near it, following a larger pattern by which hero cult was 
established in proximity to Bronze Age remains. 

The relationship of tombs, temples, and foundation myths can 
in fact be observed at far-flung Panhellenic sites, battening down 
our argument for Athens. If the perceived tombs of local heroes 
influenced the development of sacred space at these other sites, it 
becomes more reasonable to infer that the “tombs” of Erechtheus 
and his daughters played significant roles in the planning of the 
Erechtheion and the Parthenon, and thus shaped what the 
Parthenon meant to the Athenian people as a whole. 

Athens was the earliest state to ardently emulate Olympia in 
developing its own festival of Panhellenic proportions. Indeed, 
the Great Panathenaia’s close association with the Olympic model 
both established and reinforced its high status.o7 Of the four 
periodos sites, Olympia maintained the strongest ties to the elite, 
aristocratic origins from which it sprang. The Athenians, never to 
be outdone, enlarged, expanded, and highlighted this aspect of 
exclusivity, forging for themselves a hugely comprehensive 
display of elite tribal excellence that harkened back to the 
aristocratic glory days of the city. All the while, of course, the 
noble origins of the festival and athletic contests were veiled 
beneath the mantle of democratic values shared with those lucky 
enough to be numbered among the citizenry. Athenians had 
competed and won with great success at the Olympic Games 


throughout the seventh century, beginning with Pantakles’s 
victory in the stade race of 696 B.c.98 No wonder they wanted a 
Panhellenic festival all their own. 

And looking to the model at Olympia, we find the tomb of 
Pelops, local founder of the games, right in the heart of the 
sanctuary. He was a hero of such proportion that, to this day, the 
whole of southern Greece is called the Peloponnese, Island of 
Pelops. An immigrant from Lydia, Pelops won the hand of the 
daughter of the king of Pisa by beating him in a chariot race, 
thereby becoming a member of the royal family of Elis. His open- 
air precinct, the Pelopion, stood within the sacred grove (altis) at 
Olympia and just beside the great ash altar, close to the 
foundations of early apsidal buildings that harken back to the 
distant past. The heroön of Pelops was flanked by the Archaic 
temple of Hera and the great classical temple of Olympian Zeus.99 

In the sanctuary of Zeus at Nemea, also in the Peloponnese 
(this page), a hero shrine to the baby Opheltes, mythical prince of 
the city, has been unearthed close to the temple.io0 Here, as at 
Athens, a child of the local king dies, is buried near the local 
temple, and is honored in funeral games. The son of King 
Lykourgos, Opheltes was born under a dark prophecy. Death 
would come to the child if any part of his body touched ground 
before he learned to walk. One day, when in a leafy grove with 
his nurse, Hypsipyle, Opheltes met his fate when seven Argive 
warriors passed by and asked for a drink of water. Hypsipyle laid 
the baby down in a bed of celery, whereupon a snake sprang out 
and fatally bit the child. The warriors killed the snake and 
instituted funeral games in the boy’s honor, changing his name 
from Opheltes to Archemoros.101 

Pausanias saw the herodn of Opheltes and the tomb of his 
father, King Lykourgos, during his visit to Nemea in the second 
century A.D.102 Excavations have revealed a pentagonal, open-air 
precinct, identified as the enclosure for the tomb and altar of 
Opheltes-Archemoros.io3 It represents the Hellenistic phase of a 
shrine already established in the Archaic period, when the 
Nemean Games were inaugurated (573 B.c.) and the first temple 
of Zeus was built.104 Not far from Opheltes’s shrine, twenty-three 
planting pits for fir or cypress trees have been unearthed, 
constituting a sacred grove that memorialized the spot where 
Opheltes died among the celery plants.105 


Tomb, temple, and games: they can be found, as well, at the 
Panhellenic sanctuary of Poseidon at Isthmia. Here, a princely 
child dies and is honored with athletic competitions. Melikertes 
was the son of Athamas and Ino, king and queen of Orchomenos 
in Boiotia. Hera was angry at Ino for having raised the child 
Dionysos, illegitimate son of her own husband, Zeus. In 
retaliation, she caused Athamas to go mad and murder his eldest 
son. Fearful for the life of her remaining boy, Ino took Melikertes 
and leaped with him into the Saronic Gulf. Mother and son were 
transformed into sea deities and acquired new names: Ino became 
Leukothea (“White Goddess”) and Melikertes became Palaimon. 
Just as with Opheltes-Archemoros, the prince gains a double- 
barreled name: Melikertes-Palaimon. Dolphins carried his corpse 
to the shores of nearby Isthmia, where the Corinthian king 
Sisyphos discovered the body. Before meeting his tormented end 
of forever pushing a stone uphill, Sisyphos buried the boy in a 
pine grove near the sea and instituted the Isthmian Games in his 
memory. 106 

Excavations at Isthmia have revealed an open-air sanctuary 
identified as the herodn of Melikertes-Palaimon.io7 Though 
Roman in date, it is built upon a classical manhole cover for the 
water reservoir of the early stadium. By the mid-first century A.D., 
this opening was perceived to be the tomb of Melikertes- 
Palaimon, becoming the focal point of the hero’s cult worship. So 
vital was the foundation myth and the physical remains that 
“proved” its existence that both could be invented in later periods 
and proudly projected back into a newly remembered past. 

Athens might have started by copying Olympia, but it was not 
long before other cities and sanctuaries began to emulate the 
Athenian model of matchless pomp in festival ritual. Nowhere is 
this more strongly felt than at the sanctuary of Apollo-Hyakinthos 
at Amyklai, 5 kilometers (3.1 miles) south of Sparta. Here, a 
handsome local prince, Hyakinthos, suffered death before his 
time, was buried within the temple of Apollo, and was 
commemorated in a festival called the Hyakinthia. This feast 
included a grand procession, the ritual weaving of a dress 
(chiton) for the god, as well as an all-night vigil, or pannychis—in 
which maidens and youths sang and danced—sacrifices, and a 
feast.1os In time, athletic competitions were added to these 
festivities. Each of these elements can be seen to draw inspiration 


from the Panathenaia. Even more, the Amyklaion developed into 
a major shrine for the display of arms and armor and played a 
critical role in local paideia, preparing the young men of Sparta 
for their future role as warriors. It is clear that young women 
participated in the cult as well, singing and dancing at the 
Hyakinthia festival. 

Hyakinthos was the son of the eponymous founder of Amyklai, 
King Amyklas. As a beautiful boy, he was deeply loved by both 
Apollo and Zephyr, the West Wind. One day, when Apollo and 
Hyakinthos were out throwing the discus, jealous Zephyr 
interfered, causing the discus to blow off course. It hit and killed 
Hyakinthos on the spot. Apollo was inconsolable. In memory of 
his beloved, the god inaugurated the Hyakinthia festival. King 
Amyklas buried his son directly beneath Apollo’s cult statue, the 
base of which took the shape of an altar.109 Upon entering 
through the bronze doors of the temple, worshippers first made 
offerings upon this altar/base to the dead hero Hyakinthos before 
sacrificing to Apollo himself. 

According to Pausanias, the venerable cult statue of Apollo was 
aniconic (not unlike Athena’s old olive wood image at Athens). It 
consisted of a great cylinder standing 13 meters (43 feet) tall, 
crowned with a helmet and given vestigial arms, in which it held 
a spear and a shield.ii0 Apollo’s conspicuous martial aspect at 
Amyklai served to inspire the young men of Sparta toward a 
future in the great fighting force of the city-state. The bronze 
armor of Timomachos of Thebes (said to have aided the Spartans 
in their war against the Amyklaioi) was displayed in the 
sanctuary along with other spoils and booty. Pausanias especially 
remarks on the large number of dedications made by soldiers and 
athletes he saw during his visit to the shrine.i11 Exposure to 
objects of memory from military exploits of the past fortified the 
effect of the Hyakinthia as a kind of initiation for young men 
about to become warriors. 112 

The name Hyakinthos is a very ancient one with pre-Greek 
origins, signaling the great antiquity of cult worship here.113 But 
the Hyakinthia festival was probably not introduced until 
sometime in the eighth century B.c. when the sanctuary was 
formalized.ii4 So important was the observation of these sacred 
rites to Spartans, and especially to the Amyklaioi, that they 
interrupted warfare each summer so that all could return home to 


participate in the three-day festival.11s From what we can tell, it 
began with a solemn day of mourning and sacrifice, 
commemorating Apollo’s grief in losing his beloved. In contrast, 
the second day was one of joy, expressed in a colorful procession 
along the Sacred Way from Sparta to Amyklai. There was singing 
and dancing by maidens, performances by choruses of boys and 
adult males, the singing of a paean, and the presentation of a 
woven chiton to Apollo, all culminating in a celebratory 
communal banquet.116 

There is obvious overlap between the daughters of Erechtheus 
and the young hero Hyakinthos; indeed, at the end of the 
Erechtheus, Athena proclaims that the girls will henceforth be 
called the “Hyakinthian goddesses.”117 Like Hyakinthos, the 
maidens die young, are buried beneath the temple of the goddess 
with whom they are so closely associated, and come to be 
remembered in cult worship, festival, and contests. But 
comparison stops here. Unlike Hyakinthos, a victim of Zephyr’s 
petty jealousy, the daughters of Erechtheus died for the noblest of 
causes, saving their city, an act that speaks to the core values that 
made Athenians different from everyone else. 

The best-known story of the dying Hyakinthos is how his blood 
dripped upon the earth and was transformed into the violet 
flower we still call hyacinth today.11s According to one tradition, 
all three of the daughters of Erechtheus were sacrificed at a place 
called Hyakinthos Pagos, “the Purple Rock.”119 Assimilation of 
the Spartan myth with the Athenian tale of the Erechtheids may 
also account for a late tradition in which Hyakinthos was an adult 
Spartan living at Athens. When a plague threatened the city, an 
oracle demanded virgin sacrifice to make it stop, and so 
Hyakinthos offered his daughters to be killed.i20 Thus the 
mythical and ritual orbits of Athens and Sparta become very 
much entwined. 

Let us conclude our pilgrimage through the Panhellenic 
periodos sites at the very center of Earth. In primordial times at 
Delphi, the earth-serpent Python presided over the cult center of 
his mother, Ge. Apollo wanted to take Delphi for his own and so 
slew the mighty Python, burying him deep within a cleft on the 
slopes of Mount Parnassos. This is the spot from which oracular 
vapors rose, sometimes called the omphalos, or “navel,” the very 
center of the earth. It is atop this fissure and the burial place of 


Python that Apollo’s temple came to be built. Thus we find, once 
again, a “tomb” beneath a temple. Python gives his name to the 
Pythia, the priestess who sat above the cleft on a tripod within 
Apollo’s temple, pronouncing oracles. Python also gives his name 
to the Panhellenic festival the Pythaia and athletic competitions 
known as the Pythian Games. Thus, the serpent is forever 
commemorated within Apollo’s sacred precinct.121 

A second monumental death occurred within the sanctuary at 
Delphi, one that was commemorated with a tomb, shrine, festival, 
and sacrifices. Neoptolemos, son of Achilles, was killed by a 
priest in the doorway of Apollo’s temple.i122 We are told that his 
body was first buried on the spot where he was killed, that is, 
beneath the temple’s threshold. King Menelaos later moved it a 
short distance away.123 Strabo speaks of Neoptolemos’s grave, 
and Pausanias claims to have seen it, just to the left, or north, as 
one exits the temple of Apollo.i24 Foundations for a small 
building unearthed on this spot have been identified as belonging 
to the hero shrine of Neoptolemos, though this is not certain 
(above).125 
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Location of Shrine of Neoptolemos and the Akanthos Column set just beside it, 
sanctuary of Apollo, Delphi. (illustration credit ill.91) 


Still, the importance of Neoptolemos at Delphi is of paramount 
interest. In Homeric epic, the young warrior takes center stage in 
a number of grisly episodes. On the night of the fall of Troy, 
Neoptolemos savagely beats King Priam to death, using the body 
of Astyanax, the king’s own little grandson, as a club. The fact 
that this murder takes place upon the Altar of Zeus makes it a 
grave sacrilege. Indeed, it is believed that the priest at Delphi 
killed Neoptolemos in retaliation for the blasphemy. Neoptolemos 
also kills Polyxena, daughter of King Priam and consort of his 
own father, Achilles (this page). And Neoptolemos himself suffers 
a violent death, murdered just before the altar of Apollo, which 
is, of course, the fire altar for all of Greece. 

Heliodoros’s novel, the Aethiopika, describes in detail a festival 
honoring Neoptolemos and celebrated during the Pythian 


festival.126 Throngs of youths and maidens marched all the way 
from Thessaly to participate in the holy rites, offering a sacrifice 
of a hundred animal victims (hekatomb) in front of Neoptolemos’s 
tomb. The feast seems to have held special meaning for the young 
people who experienced a kind of initiation rite through 
procession, dance, and sacrifices. 


Daughters of Erechtheus as dancing Hyakinthides/Hyades. Akanthos Column, 
sanctuary of Apollo, Delphi. (illustration credit ill.92) 


Sometime during the 330s B.c., when Lykourgos was holding up 
the example of the Erechtheids as inspiration for the young of 
Athens, a unique monument showing three beautifully sculptured 
maidens was set up at Delphi—right in front of Neoptolemos’s 
hero shrine (previous page). The girls were literally held aloft, 
supported by a high pillar standing some 14 meters (46 feet) tall, 
reaching the height of the Apollo temple itself. Facing outward, 
their backs joined to the column from behind, the maidens seem 


to hang in the air, their diaphanous, knee-length dresses 
fluttering in the breeze. The tips of their toes are pointed 
downward, hovering just above a ring of large, unfurling 
akanthos leaves, exquisitely carved in lush, teeming foliage. But 
the apparent fecundity of the akanthos plant belies a darker 
meaning; we know by now that the akanthos signals death. 

The Akanthos Column is one of the most enigmatic monuments 
to survive from the sanctuary of Apollo. Gloria Ferrari has 
identified its three maidens as the daughters of Erechtheus shown 
catasterized as the dancing star cluster Hyades, set in the heavens 
by Athena herself, as we have seen at the end of Euripides’s 
Erechtheus.127 The column propels the girls into the sky where 
they belong, joined in an eternal circle dance among the stars as 
the Hyakinthian goddesses. Their heads are crowned with 
basketlike diadems resembling those worn by kalathiskos, or 
“basket” dancers. We can picture the maidens of Heliodoros’s 
Aethiopika, those who danced their way to Delphi with trays and 
baskets upon their heads, reaching their destination at the shrine 
of Neoptolemos, beneath the image of the dancing Erechtheids. 
Here, they may have joined hands in a circle dance, imitating 
their heroic role models, who floated high above them. 

The Akanthos Column ultimately derives from the long 
tradition of setting images up on tall pillars within Greek 
sanctuaries, winged figures that appear to fly. Just as the great 
Archaic sphinx, dedicated by the people of Naxos at Delphi, 
hovered high beside Apollo’s temple (see its location on this 
page), so, too, the dancing Erechtheids hung in the air atop the 
Akanthos Column. And like the flying Nike of Paionios set in 
front of Zeus’s temple at Olympia (this page), the Akanthos 
Column reminded all who passed, friend and foe alike, of the 
supremacy of Athens and the enormous sacrifices made to 
achieve this. Each girl raises her right arm to support a great 
bronze tripod, lost long ago. It has now been shown that this 
tripod was further surmounted by a stone omphalos, the very 
symbol of Delphi as center of the Farth.128 

Over time, Neoptolemos develops into a model hero for young 
men, just as the daughters of Erechtheus do for young women. In 
fact, the very name Neoptolemos means “young warrior” or 
“recruit.” And like other heroes encountered in this chapter, he 
acquires a second name: Pyrrhos.i29 This means “fire” and further 


links Neoptolemos to the fire of Apollo’s altar, just meters from 
his tomb. Importantly, the name also connects him with Pyrrha, 
wife of the Athenian king Deukalion. The chest in which Pyrrha 
and Deukalion took refuge during the great flood, in fact, came to 
rest atop Mount Parnassos, just above Delphi. The name Pyrrhos 
thus associates Neoptolemos with the Athenian royal family and 
may help to explain why the Akanthos Column and its dancing 
Erechtheids were placed so close to the hero’s shrine (this page). 

Two key memorials were thus intentionally juxtaposed at 
Delphi. One commemorated the archetypal young warrior: bold, 
ruthless, and “fiery.” The other celebrated the archetypal 
maidens: graceful, elegant, yet no less brave and tenacious in 
giving their lives to save their city. Indeed, both male and female 
role models were required in the education of young citizens, in 
shaping a common knowledge for appropriate gendered behavior, 
both steeped in valor and patriotism. In the shadow of Apollo’s 
temple and in the light of its eternal altar fire, youths and 
maidens sang, danced, and sacrificed. The shrine of Neoptolemos- 
Pyrrhos and the column of the dancing Erechtheids above it 
served as a key destination for young pilgrims at Delphi, 
especially those from Athens, a place where they performed 
special rites of initiation and reinforced their identities as 
Athenians in full view of all. 


YOUTHS AND MAIDENS PERFORMED THESE rites in preparation for their 
future lives in which war, death, and remembrance would figure 
so centrally. These forces were as powerful in the shaping of the 
youthful psyche as in the formation of Greek sacred spaces and 
the monuments that filled them. As festive and joyful as the 
atmosphere of holy shrines might have been, energized with 
processions, singing, dancing, and other spectacles, we must 
remember the darkness that otherwise overhung daily life: the 
darkness of incessant warfare and of primordial self-sacrifice, 
both of which made that life possible. The aching memory of 
lives lost by every single family who entered the holy precinct 
was carried with them up the Sacred Way. 

What Athenian paideia was ultimately trying to teach was 
courage. For courage was essential to survival in the brutal world 
that was Greek antiquity. Athenians spent two out of every three 


years at war during most of the fifth century. It has been argued 
that in this war making, Athenians understood more clearly what 
they were doing than others of their time.i30 For democracy 
fostered free speech, deliberation, and forethought, all of which 
clarified the reasons for one’s actions. From this, the 
revolutionary ideal of self-sacrifice for a greater good was born. 
Piety, paideia, and ritual tradition fueled the bravery needed to 
sustain this ideal. And it is this courage that enabled Athenians, 
old and young alike, to face the enormous challenges that 
winning and defending democracy so urgently required. 


THE PANATHENAIA 


The Performance of Belonging and the Death of the Maiden 


ONLY TEN WOULD BE CHOSEN. Night after night, nervous boys filed 
into the ruins of the Theater of Dionysos at the foot of the 
Acropolis, taking a place center stage. There, each sang his heart 
out while the odd foreign woman sat among the marble thrones, 
where eminent Athenians had assembled in ancient times. She 
fixed her gaze upon each of them, one by one, until she had seen 
two hundred “ragged urchins.” Isadora Duncan knew exactly 
what she was looking for. She would leave Athens with a chorus 
of ten Athenian boys.1 

Duncan and her family had come to Athens in the autumn of 
1903, setting up residence at a place called Kopanos on the slopes 
of Mount Hymettos, a location that afforded them an 
unobstructed view of the Acropolis. Construction of the family 
compound, which they called their “temple,” was begun with 
great ambition but never finished. With typical impetuousness, 
the family had purchased land lacking an accessible water source. 
By the end of the year Isadora would have left. But the months 
spent in Athens were transformative and full. Engaging with 
poets, singers, dancers, monks, villagers, and royalty, they 


created their own community, in which they experimented with 
dance, theater, music, and weaving. The Duncans recited and 
danced each morning in the Theater of Dionysos. In the 
afternoons they scoured the city’s museums and libraries, trying 
to understand ancient Greek form and movement through a study 
of poetry, drama, sculpture, and vase painting. 

Especially eager to understand the sound of ancient music, 
Isadora and her brother Raymond, who had met and quickly 
married Penelope Sikelianos, sister of the great poet, sought out 
manuscripts of Byzantine liturgical music. They had a theory that 
songs of the early Christian Church derived from the strophes of 
ancient Greek hymns. The Duncans also listened carefully to local 
men and boys singing traditional folk tunes, ever alert for 
vestiges of classical Greek music. 

Isadora was determined to re-create an ancient boys’ chorus to 
tour with her across Europe in Aeschylus’s Suppliants. Indeed, she 
collected the best young male voices of Athens, enlisting an 
Orthodox novice priest with a specialty in Byzantine music to 
train the ten lucky lads for the ensemble known as the Greek 
Choir. Clan Duncan and the singing boys left Athens for Vienna, 
Munich, and Berlin before the year’s end. 

In Munich they performed for students of the great 
archaeologist Adolf Furtwängler, who introduced the event with a 
lecture on the Greek hymns that had been set to music by the 
novice. The boys, costumed in robes and sandals like an ancient 
chorus, sang this canon. Isadora herself danced all fifty of the 
Danaids. The audience was enthralled. 

With each new venue, however, enthusiasm for the choir 
waned. By the time they got to Berlin, six months into the tour, 
the boys’ voices had started to change, the once mellifluous tones 
growing ever more shrill and off-key. They had lost that heavenly 
boyish expression that had so captured Duncan in the Theater of 
Dionysos. They had also grown in height, some sprouting up by 
as much as a foot, and in rambunctiousness. By the spring of 
1904, they would be sent home to Athens via second-class coach 
train from Berlin, in their bags the knickerbockers that had been 
bought for them at Wertheim’s department store, mementos of 
Duncan’s great experiment re-creating the ancient Greek chorus.2 

Though breathless and flamboyant, Isadora’s pursuit of what 
she perceived to be ancient sounds and movements remains 


instructive today. During her time in Athens, Duncan climbed the 
Acropolis often, summoning the power of the architecture to stir 
something within herself. Her descriptions of awaiting inspiration 
are affecting and natural: 


For many days no movement came to me. And then one day 
came the thought: these columns which seem so straight and 
still are not really straight, each one is curving gently from 
the base to the height, each one is in flowing movement, 
never resting, and the movement of each is in harmony with 
the others. And as I thought this my arms rose slowly toward 
the Temple and I leaned forward—and then I knew I had 
found my dance, and it was a Prayer.3 


Duncan had understood, in an instant, the quintessence of 
movement as prayer. Her epiphany, within the peristyle of the 
Parthenon, elicited a gesture that sprang from her diaphragm, 
forcing her arms upward in a pose of supplication. Edward 
Steichen’s celebrated photographs of Duncan’s striking stances 
within the Parthenon’s colonnade (previous page) were shot in 
1920, seventeen years after she wrote the lines quoted above.4 
Like so many others before and after her, Duncan would feel 
compelled to revisit the Parthenon throughout her life. 


Isadora Duncan in the porch of the Parthenon, photographed by Edward 
Steichen, 1920. (illustration credit ill.93) 


Generations of ancient Greeks did the same. In fact, every 
August for more than 800 years they streamed en masse toward 
the Acropolis, in a colorful procession that was the climax of the 
Panathenaic, or “All-Athenian,” festival. Officially founded in the 
year 566/565 B.C., according to tradition, the Panathenaia was 
celebrated until the fourth century A.D., when a series of edicts 
issued by the Christian emperor Theodosios put an end to all 
“pagan” rites and festivals, closed Greek temples, and eradicated 
traditional worship. The final festival was probably held in A.D. 
391 or, at the very latest, in 395.5 

Across the uninterrupted centuries of observance, every fourth 
year saw an especially grand weeklong version of expanded 
contests and rites. Known as the Great (or Greater) Panathenaia, 
this version was international, open to participants and 


competitors from across the Greek world, whereas the Small (or 
Lesser) Panathenaia, observed during each of the intervening 
years, was local, its competitions open to Athenian citizens 
alone.s One naturally thinks of the Olympics by comparison, the 
quadrennial games open to the whole Greek world (with 
Panhellenic contests held in the intervening years at Delphi, 
Nemea, and Isthmia). There are indeed meaningful similarities, 
not least of which is that the Panathenaia, like the Olympics, was 
at bottom a religious observance. But while it must be allowed 
that the Olympic, the Pythian, and other Panhellenic festivals 
were more important occasions in the Greek world generally 
(even than the greater version of the Panathenaia), there was no 
more important occasion in Athens. The Panathenaia comprised 
the days when the Athenians were most intensely, ecstatically 
themselves—a crescendo of being and consciousness. At its heart, 
more important than any of the other rituals or competitions, was 
the procession itself. And the destination of that sacred, definitive 
procession was none other than the sacred altar of Athena just to 
the northeast of the Parthenon (insert this page, top). 

In what can be described as the ultimate multimedia spectacle, 
the procession of worshippers was the culmination of both the 
Great and the Small Panathenaic festivals. This visual and 
acoustic marvel began at dawn in the Kerameikos, just outside 
the city gates at a structure called the Pompeion, or “Procession 
Building.” Here, processionists lined up in groups according to 
their social status, gender, and age cohort. Passing through the 
Double Gate (Dipylon), they followed the Sacred Way, crossing 
the Agora and climbing up the Acropolis, where they entered 
through the monumental gateway (Propylaia) before marching on 
toward Athena’s sacred altar (this page).7 In train were a hundred 
head of cattle for sacrifice to the goddess, an act of collective 
devotion. Following the sacrifice, the meat was cooked and 
distributed, a feast shared by all participants, citizens and 
noncitizens alike. 

The Small Panathenaia was, as we have said, a local festival, its 
competitions open only to citizens from the ten tribes. The Great 
Panathenaia, including contests open to all Greeks, nevertheless 
restricted certain competitions to Athenian citizens alone. These 
so-called tribal events included some of the horse races, the boat 
race, the torch relay race, and a men’s beauty contest. Also 


among these was the pyrrichos, a competition for armed dancers, 
and the apobates race, which involved contestants jumping on and 
off a moving chariot wearing full armor. The vigil called the 
pannychis, or “all-nighter,” generally thought to have been held 
on the eve of the procession, was open only to youths and 
maidens from citizen families. The following day, as the 
procession reached the gateway of the Acropolis, only members 
of these families were allowed to enter Athena’s sacred precinct. 
The rites and competitions of the Panathenaia, in substance 
and exclusivity, enabled Athenian citizens to articulate the very 
essence of who they were. In no other setting, perhaps not even 
warfare, would they have so keenly felt the awareness of being 
bound together as families and tribes descended from a common 
point in the epic past. As in Linnaean taxonomy, one could find 
himself based on membership in a household (oikos), a kinship 
group (genos)—known across four generations and associated 
with the elite—a larger “brotherhood” group (phratry), and one of 
the ten tribes (phylai) established by Kleisthenes in 508/507 B.c. 
in the early days of the democracy. This intricate system made 
the blood bond of Athenian citizenship essential while exerting 
enormous pressure against any notion of including outsiders.s 
The prominence of the tribal events at the Panathenaia sets it 
apart from festival practice at other Panhellenic game sites, those 
at Olympia, Delphi, Isthmia, and Nemea. Little if any emphasis 
was placed on the superiority of the local hosts at these 
sanctuaries. Indeed, at Athens, administration of the festival was 
itself very much a tribal affair. Each tribe appointed one 
representative, drawn by lot, to a board of ten magistrates known 
as athlothetai who oversaw the organization and preparations for 
the festivities, including the awarding of prizes.o They were also 
responsible for the financing of the games, a hugely expensive 
undertaking. The office had a four-year term, providing time 
enough for officeholders to announce and organize the contests, 
as well as for them to oversee the weaving of the sacred peplos 
for Athena, a job performed by a group of women called ergastinai 
(workers) over nine months.io As we understand it from the 
fragmentary sources, a giant tapestry-peplos was presented to the 
goddess (from the sixth century on) every four years at the Great 
Panathenaia, while a small peplos was woven for the Small 
Panathenaic festivals held during the intervening years.11 These 


peplos offerings are understood to have been deposited near the 
olive wood statue in the Old Athena Temple (or what remained of 
it) and possibly later in the Erechtheion, following its 
construction in the last quarter of the fifth century B.c., though 
this is by no means certain. 

Time was crucial in all matters related to administering the 
festival. The timing of the events themselves was synchronized 
with celestial configurations of star groups and moon phases so 
that the Panathenaia would be as one with the cosmos.i2 
Athenian piety also required that the festival be in harmony with 
the natural surroundings, the landscape, flora, and fauna of 
Athens, all the places of memory that pulsed with the mythic past 
and kept it alive. But like the rivers and the wind, the 
observances of the festival were sometimes wildly kinetic, and 
this is perhaps the hardest element for us to recover. 

Maps, plans, and models of ancient Athens, still and inert as 
they are necessarily, give little sense of the robust fields of 
movement that enlivened the city in antiquity. We are 
conditioned to experience “ruins” as static and unchanging, and 
so it is hard to grasp the vibrancy of ritual in action, the motion 
that once invigorated the placid scenes that we see today. We 
instinctively focus on the buildings when, in fact, the action took 
place in the spaces left between them. Temples were usually 
locked tight, serving as safe houses for valuable votive offerings 
and treasure. Life throughout the ancient Mediterranean, 
meanwhile, was lived mostly outdoors. Working, worshipping, 
dining, dancing, even sleeping for much of the year, happened on 
verandas, under covered porticoes and grape arbors, in 
courtyards, on balconies, in streets, roadways, marketplaces, 
fields, and, yes, sanctuaries. It is therefore ultimately necessary to 
focus on the voids between structures, the open spaces that 
served as gathering places for spectacle and performance. We will 
consider how these spaces were transformed by the actors and by 
the processions, dances, footraces, and rituals that brought life to 
them. Engaging with the ephemeral and performative aspects of 
Panathenaic ritual allows us to better understand the full 
dynamics of the process through which Athena was honored.13 

Such engagement suggests that in Greek antiquity the 
expenditure of energy through physical exertion constituted a 
prayer or votive act unto itself. Just as recent scholarship has 


encouraged us to view the act of writing, not just the inscription, 
as a votive, so, too, ritual movement can be understood as an 
offering that brought pleasure to the gods.i4 Looking cross- 
culturally at the Classic Maya, we find examples of the practiced, 
rapid movement of the feet—dance, in other words—constituting 
an attitude of prayer. Ritual foot shuffling summoned the essence 
of the divine.is The physicality of the human body was thus 
employed as an instrument of ritual communication. It is 
important to view the Panathenaia within this context. At Athens, 
we see the full citizenry of the body politic coming together with 
outsiders from across the Greek world in a grand kinetic offering 
to the goddess through marching, singing, reciting, running, 
jumping, throwing, wrestling, riding, sacrificing, and feasting. 


BEFORE FOCUSING on the Panathenaia itself, we would do well to 
consider the festival within the broader context of Greek religion. 
We must remember that the Greeks had no “sacred book” to set 
down a universal system of beliefs and laws. They had no unified 
“church” with central authority, no “clergy” to instruct in beliefs. 
The Greeks did not even have a separate word for religion, since 
there was no area of life that it did not permeate.ic Religion was 
embedded in everything. And it was wholly a local enterprise, 
dependent on the traditions of tightly knit family groups across 
many generations. Thus, every detail concerning religious 
practice was locally ordained. Each sanctuary had its own rules 
and regulations, guidelines for access, dress, comportment, 
festival calendars, dedications, sacrificial practice, and hierarchy 
of sacred officials to oversee administration of sacred rites.17 

The Athenians, as we have said, were the most religious in a 
world steeped in religion. At Athens, it has been estimated that 
there were around 130 to 170 festival days per year, meaning 
more than a third of the calendar was devoted to observing 
religious feasts.1s These offered the opportunity for eating flesh, a 
happy by-product of the animal sacrifices offered to the gods (this 
is the “meat sacrificed to idols” against which Paul will later 
warn the Church at Corinth). By a convenient twist of 
mythological precedent, it was determined that gods preferred 
the inedible parts of sacrificial victims, the fat and bones, leaving 
the juicy cuts of meat to be shared by the human worshippers. 19 


The absence of refrigeration meant that sacrificial meat from a 
large animal like a cow, bull, or ox had to be cooked and eaten 
on the spot. Meat was rarely eaten outside religious contexts, 
making for a “chicken every Sunday” way of life in which large 
family groups feasted together as part of sacred rites. At both the 
Great and the Small Panathenaic festivals, where a hundred head 
of cattle were sacrificed, there was plenty to go around. 

The musical and athletic contests of the Panathenaia were also 
part of the larger, overarching religious program. Athletic games 
were not the secular enterprises we know today, centered on the 
glory of the individual winner. The goal of the festival was to 
give honor to the goddess, to please Athena, and to remember the 
ancestors. So sacred was the athletic endeavor that a truce was 
called for the period before and during the Olympic Games, 
known as ekecheiria, or “the laying down of arms.”20 This allowed 
festival participants to travel safely to and from Olympia over a 
three-month period. The same principle would have applied 
during the Great Panathenaia. In the months leading up to the 
feast, special ambassadors called spondophoroi were sent out to 
announce the competitions to Greek communities across the 
Mediterranean and as far east as the Arabian Gulf.21 

The Panathenaic Games stood out from the other Panhellenic 
contests for their lucrative cash prizes.22 Those high-minded 
people had an appetite not merely for competition but for 
rewards of material value. The Athenian state paid out vast 
amounts to sponsor the games. So, too, did the oldest and most 
affluent families of the city, upon whom the expectation of 
benefaction rested very heavily. By the fifth century, however, 
Athenian allies and colonists were obliged to send a cow and a 
panoply of weapons for the Great Panathenaia.23 Thus, the 
financial burden came to be more broadly shared. 

From the mid-sixth century on, prizes for the Panathenaia took 
the form of precious Athenian olive oil held in vessels specially 
commissioned by the state. Known as Panathenaic prize 
amphorae, these vases conform to particular specifications of size, 
volume, shape, and decoration.24 On one side, they show Athena 
helmeted in her full martial guise, brandishing her spear and 
shield and striding aggressively forward. In painted letters beside 
the picture panel appear the words “From the Games at Athens,” 
TON ATHENETHEN ATHLON. Some idea of the value placed on winning 


in the Panathenaic Games can be understood from the size of the 
prizes. Panathenaic amphorae held exactly thirty-six kilos of olive 
oil. We hear of one winner who received 140 amphorae, five tons 
of oil in all. The value of that quantity has been estimated at 
1,680 drachmas, roughly five and a half years’ salary for the 
average worker.25 The exorbitant compensation of star athletes is 
one of our lesser-known Athenian legacies. 

An amphora from the so-called Burgon group, dating to around 
560 B.c., represents the earliest in the sequence of prize amphorae 
(previous page).26 Athena is shown striding forward on the belly 
of the vase, with a bird-bodied siren on one side of its neck and 
an owl on the other. It is of great interest that the two winged 
creatures, both associated with mourning and lament, are paired 
together on this very early Panathenaic prize amphora. By the 
540s, a canonical image is established for Panathenaic amphorae, 
one that shows Athena striding forward and flanked by two 
columns surmounted by cocks; a vase by the Princeton Painter 
follows this Panathenaic model (below).27 By now, the goddess’s 
iconic mascot, the little owl, has come to perch upon her shield. 
We shall soon have more to say about the persistence of winged 
creatures within the orbit of Athena, where they have very 
special significance. 


Panathenaic prize amphora with Athena brandishing spear and shield; siren on 
neck, owl on reverse of neck. Burgon type, ca. 566 B.C. (illustration credit ill.94) 


The reverse side of Panathenaic vases regularly shows images 
drawn from the musical and athletic competitions. The Burgon, 
for example, shows a two-horse chariot race known as the synoris. 
Straight through the Hellenistic period, Panathenaic amphorae 
will continue to be decorated in the black-figured technique of 
the sixth century. Thus, they maintain an Archaic look, 
deliberately evoking the earliest days of the festival. 

While the precise event schedule of the Great Panathenaia is 
not known for certain, it is believed that the feast was celebrated 
across eight days, from roughly the twenty-third to the thirtieth 
day of the month Hekatombaion.2s Athens, like many Greek 
cities, had its own names for months. Hekatombaion means an 
offering of “one hundred” animal victims, referring to the number 
of cattle sacrificed at the Panathenaia. Athenian Hekatombaion 
falls roughly from the middle of July to the middle of August in 
our calendar. The Panathenaic festival would thus have taken 
place during the final eight days of the month, culminating in 
procession and sacrifice on the twenty-eighth of Hekatombaion, 
or, around the fifteenth of August. In time, this day came to be 
recognized as the birthday of Athena.29 The legacy remains with 
us: our month of August falls under the zodiac sign of Virgo, the 
Virgin. And in both the Catholic and the Orthodox traditions, the 
fifteenth of August is celebrated as the greatest feast of the Virgin 
Mary, the day on which she was taken up bodily into heaven. 


Amphora of Panathenaic shape and iconography, showing Athena brandishing 
a spear and a shield (on which an owl alights). Princeton Painter, ca. 540s B.c. 
(illustration credit ill.95) 


The schedule of athletic events for the Great Panathenaia can 
be reconstructed, up to a point, thanks to the survival of lists of 
prizes for winners given in order of their victories. These are 
preserved on a key inscription dated around 380 B.c.30 Of course 
the inscription attests to practices of the early fourth century and 
may not reflect those in other periods of the festival’s more than 
eight-hundred-year history; however steeped in tradition, the 
Panathenaic festival was by no means static or unchanging. 
Events and venues were added and eliminated across the 
centuries. Nonetheless, we can confirm that by the fourth century 
the festival program ran across eight days. 

The first day was devoted to musical contests and the recitation 
of poetry, the second day to athletic competitions for boys and 
youths, the third day to men’s athletic contests, and the fourth to 
equestrian events. The fifth day began the tribal contests open to 
Athenian citizens alone, and carried over into the sixth on which 
the torch races and the all-night vigil on the Acropolis, the 
pannychis, took place. (It should be said that this all-night revel 
may have taken place later in the week, following the sacrifices 
and feasting.)31 The seventh day saw the great procession and 


sacrifices on the Sacred Rock, followed by more tribal 
competitions, the apobates and boat races, on day eight. While it 
is not known precisely when the prizes were awarded, it is 
assumed that this took place on the final day. 

Let us imagine the experience of participants over this week of 
festivities. Around the twenty-third of Hekatombaion, 
worshippers gathered for musical competitions and recitations of 
epic and lyric poetry that signaled the start of the Panathenaia. 
Indeed, music may have served to summon the essence of the 
divine, inviting the goddess’s presence for the week of events 
offered in her honor. We must not mistake the primary function 
of music in sacred ritual: it is a means of communicating with the 
divine, bringing the community together in a shared experience 
that transcends the quotidian, an altered state of being. 

The musical events were first performed in the Agora, where 
temporary stands were erected in an area known as the orchestra. 
Some believe that the contests were transferred in the 430s to a 
music hall built by Perikles at the southeast foot of the Acropolis, 
just beside the Theater of Dionysos (this page).32 Still, epigraphic 
evidence attests to the continued use of the Agora for some 
musical performances, even after the death of Perikles.33 

By the last quarter of the fourth century, Demetrios of Phaleron 
is believed to have moved the musical and rhapsodic 
competitions to the Theater of Dionysos.34 The theater had been 
entirely rebuilt by Lykourgos in the 330s, increasing its seating 
capacity to around seventeen thousand. Lykourgos also built a 
new Panathenaic stadium entirely of marble, set just beside the 
Ilissos River (this page). The footraces along with most of the 
gymnastic events were no doubt moved at this time to the lavish 
new stadium. Venue changes allowed contemporary Athenian 
leaders to put their own stamps on the competitions, eclipsing the 
memory, not always pleasant, of former regimes. Setting the 
Panathenaic competitions became, in this sense, a power play, 
whereby vast numbers of worshippers could be made aware of 
the contributions of political leaders to refreshing traditions, even 
as the universal past was invoked and glorified.3s 

The recitation of epic song narratives on the first day of the 
festival reconnected worshippers with the sentiments and ideals 
of their ancestors. If there was anything that approached the 
status of a sacred foundation text for all Greeks, it was Homer’s 


account of the Trojan War and its aftermath as told in the Iliad 
and the Odyssey. In Against Leokrates, Lykourgos emphasizes that 
the ancestors legislated changes to the Great Panathenaia in order 
to ensure that Homer’s, and only Homer’s, work would be recited 
at the festival. “Poets,” Lykourgos observes, “depicting life itself, 
select the noblest actions and so through argument and 
demonstration convert men’s hearts.”36 Lykourgos is referring to 
what has been called the “Panathenaic Regulation,” by which the 
Homeric poems were established as those to be performed, or 
“reperformed,” at the Panathenaia. This measure has been traced, 
by some, all the way back to Solon’s day.37 Listening to the Iliad 
and the Odyssey enabled all participants in the festival, Athenians 
and non-Athenians alike, to start the week off “on the same 
page,” reflecting in the proper spirit on their common origins as 
Hellenes. There would be plenty of time later in the week for the 
Athenians to show off their superior lineage while the outsiders 
watched. 

A roster of rhapsodes recited the Homeric poems in a relay 
sequence, one picking up where the other left off, each 
declaiming five hundred to eight hundred lines. In a sense, this 
resembled the footraces of the tribal competitions that followed, 
the sharing of the performed text as a “team event.” Indeed, both 
the athletic and rhapsodic competitions were referred to as agones 
(contests). And like all Panathenaic contests the rhapsodic, at its 
core, was a ritual, one in which participants both collaborated 
and competed, as Gregory Nagy has emphasized. It is generally 
believed that the versions of the Homeric poems recited at the 
Panathenaia were organized, or reorganized, by Hipparchos, son 
of Peisistratos.33 By the Hellenistic period, theatrical contests 
were added to the schedule of events, and by Roman times we 
hear that tragedies were also performed.39 

In the middle of the fifth century, Perikles, by now one of the 
athlothetai overseeing the festival, seems to have put his own 
stamp on the first day of the festival. Apparently, he had a decree 
passed introducing a musical contest, personally prescribing 
every detail of how contestants should blow on the aulos, sing, or 
pluck the kithara.40 

That musical competitions became so integral to the 
Panathenaic Games signals the centrality of music making (which 
included rhapsodic recitation) in ancient Athens. It equates this 


art with athletic contests, placing it under the same umbrella of 
competition and expenditure of energy for the delight of the 
goddess, a species of prayer. There is indeed a certain physicality 
to playing instruments, singing, and reciting poetry that renders 
the effort akin to athletic exertion. Music, no less than athletics, 
demands raw talent, rigorous training, and performance skills. 
For this reason, with memorization of words, athletics, and 
dance, music was central to the education of the young. That the 
Panathenaic competitions tested all the abilities cultivated in 
Athenian paideia is no accident: this training of the next 
generation in the values and ideals of the polis was essential to 
good citizenship. To be Athenian was to belong, by reason of 
birth above all but by formation as well. 

Music was ubiquitous at the Panathenaia. The sounds of pipes 
and lyres accompanied athletic contests as well as animal 
sacrifices and other rites. Indeed, the shrill tones of the aulos 
masked the cries of animal victims as their throats were cut upon 
the altar of sacrifice. Music punctuated and articulated the 
progressive stages of sacrifice. Some sense of the ancient 
experience may survive in the Spanish bullfight in which a band 
of musicians accompanies each phase of the spectacle: arrival of 
the bull, arrival of the torero and banderilleros, entry of the 
picador on horseback, killing of the bull, awarding of prizes, and 
exit from the arena. In Athens, musical punctuation also marked 
stages within athletic competitions, the sound of pipes signaling 
the start of events and the awarding of prizes. 

The musical competitions (musikes agones), held on the first day 
of the festival, were divided into two classes, one for boys and 
one for men, separating voices that had not yet changed from 
those that had.41 They were further subdivided into contests for 
playing and singing with aulos accompaniment and ones for 
accompaniment by the kithara.42 

The English word “guitar” derives from the word kithara 
denoting the large seven-stringed lyre.43 The global renown of 
ancient kitharodes who traveled on tour from town to town finds 
certain parallels in the fame of contemporary rock musicians who 
sing and play the guitar. In some sense, kithara players were the 
rock stars of Greek antiquity, and they were comparably 
compensated, enjoying the patronage of wealthy tyrants and 
political leaders. At the Panathenaia, the value of their prizes 


hugely exceeds the awards given in all other contests. First-place 
kitharodes received not an amphora of olive oil but a gold crown 
worth a thousand drachmas, plus five hundred drachmas in 
silver. By comparison, kitharistai, those who played the kithara 
but did not sing, received a crown worth just five hundred 
drachmas, plus three hundred drachmas in cash. And the 
kitharode competition had second-, third-, fourth-, and even fifth- 
place finishers, where no other Panathenaic contests did. All 
musical competition was lucrative but nothing matched the 
kithara contest. First place in competitions for a combination of 
singing and playing the pipes (aulodia) brought prizes of a wreath 
and three hundred drachmas in cash. Musicians who played the 
pipes alone without singing (auletai) received only a wreath.44 

Athletic competition, meanwhile, was organized into three 
leagues: one for boys, one for beardless youths (ageneioi), and one 
for men.45 These contests started on the second day, with boys 
competing in six events and youths in five. On the third day, the 
men’s competitions comprised nine events.46 Track-and-field 
contests included running the stadion (at Athens, a distance of 
185 meters, or 607 feet), the diaulos (2 stadia, or 370 meters), the 
hippios (4 stadia), and the dolichos (24 stadia). Men also competed 
in a special two-stadia race that required them to run fully 
armed, testing the strength and endurance needed on the 
battlefield. 

The pentathlon events were hugely exciting for viewers, who 
watched naked athletes compete in a comprehensive and grueling 
test of their physical strength, stamina, speed, and flexibility. 
Indeed, competitors had to show real versatility and all-around 
robustness in running the stadion, competing in the long jump, 
throwing the discus and the javelin, and wrestling.47 Boxing and 
the punishing pankration, a combination of boxing and wrestling 
with no holds barred (only eye gouging, kicking, and biting were 
forbidden), rounded out the gymnikoi agones, literally contests 
undertaken in the nude. A Panathenaic amphora by the 
Kleophrades Painter, dating to the last quarter of the sixth 
century, captures something of the brutal drama of the 
pankration: a burly nude combatant is twisted into an unwieldy 
position by his able adversary as a judge watches (previous 
page).4s These contests provided thrilling and extreme spectacles 
for the throngs of Panathenaic viewers. We hear of one acclaimed 


pankratiast from Sikyon, Sostratos, who in the fashion of modern- 
day World Wrestling Federation stars, won a nickname for his 
special prowess: Akrochersites, “the Fingerer” or “Mr. Fingertips.” 
This was owing to his signature move, in which he entered the 
ring and immediately broke the fingers of his opponents, putting 
them at serious disadvantage for the rest of the match. It proved 
an effective strategy; indeed, “the Fingerer” won three 
consecutive victories at the Olympics (364, 360, and 356 B.c.), 
twelve combined victories at the Nemean and Isthmian Games, 
and two at the Pythian Games at Delphi. Though there is no 
surviving evidence that he competed at Athens, we know he was 
honored with portrait statues set up at both Olympia and 
Delphi.49 


S-o : 


Burly athletes competing in the pankration. Panathenaic prize amphora, the 
Kleophrades Painter, ca. 525-500 B.c. (illustration credit ill.96) 


The fourth day of the Panathenaia was devoted to equestrian 
events. These were first held in the Agora but, by the fourth 
century, had been transferred to a hippodrome built at New 
Phaleron.so The equestrian competitions naturally had a certain 
military aura about them, testing the speed of the horses as well 
as the agility of riders and drivers, skills critical on the battlefield. 
There were bareback races, two-horse chariot races (synoris) that 


ran eight laps around the hippodrome, and four-horse chariot 
races (tethrippon) that ran for twelve laps. There were races for 
Athenians and those for non-Athenians; races run by yearlings 
and those run by mature horses. As is the practice today, awards 
went to the owners rather than to the jockeys or charioteers. 
Indeed, fielding a team of horses was enormously expensive, 
impossible for all but the wealthiest of the elite. 

The fifth day of the games was wholly reserved for contests 
open to Athenian citizens alone. There was the pyrrichos (a dance 
in full armor), the apobates race, an equestrian event called the 
anthippasia, a boat race, the euandria (a beauty contest for mature 
men), and a torch relay race. These tribal contests evoked sacred 
memories of the earliest ancestors, emphasizing their physical 
and aesthetic excellence, their strength and agility in battle, and 
their grace in dance and comportment. Above all, tribal events 
stressed military readiness and power; foreign teams and visitors 
were compelled to watch a celebration of Athenian supremacy 
designed, at least in part, for their discomfort. 

The pyrrhic dance competitions required contestants to dance 
nude, hold a shield, and imitate movements from combat: 
dodging, jumping, crouching, striking, hitting, and lunging.si 
There were separate heats for boys, beardless youths, and men. 
The dance was attributed to Athena herself, who, according to 
her birth story, sprang from the head of Zeus in full armor and 
dancing the pyrrhike. It was understood to be a dance of joy 
anticipating her victory in the Gigantomachy.52 

The anthippasia involved a mock cavalry battle.s3 Riders from 
five tribes competed against those of the other five, arranging 
themselves in rows on horseback and riding through each other’s 
lines. This grand spectacle was evocative of the great battles of 
the epic past. So, too, were horseback javelin throws, which 
required contestants to hit a target while galloping at full speed.s4 

Perhaps the most surprising of the tribal events, at least for the 
modern reader, is the male beauty contest.ss Prizes for the 
euandria included an ox and, according to Aristotle, shields.ss The 
ox suggests the entire tribe feasted together following the victory, 
which might mean that the euandria was a team event in which 
the beauty, size, and strength of one group of men were tested 
against those of groups from other tribes. Xenophon tells us that 
the euandria at Athens was, as such things went, utterly 


“unmatched in quality.”57 This competition celebrated the 
Athenian ideal of personal conduct known as kalokagathia, a 
compound of two adjectives, kalos (“beautiful”) and agathos 
(“good” or “virtuous”). We hear of one Athenian who won three 
separate events at the Panathenaia: the torch race, the tragedoeia 
(tragic acting competition), and the euandria. This man, it would 
seem, had it all: looks, strength, athleticism, acting talent, and, no 
doubt, a certain charisma.ss One only wonders how well he 
played the kithara. 

Just after sunset on the fifth day, the tribal torch races, or 
lampadephoria, were run. These seem to have been run by young 
ephebes, starting from out beyond the city walls in the Academy 
and speeding through the Dipylon Gate and the Agora, making 
their way up to the Acropolis.so This would have brought a 
thrilling visual display of firelight in the darkness, to say nothing 
of agility, speed, teamwork, and athleticism. Forty runners 
representing each of the ten tribes raced for sixty meters in the 
relay, handing off the flaming torches until a distance of twenty- 
five hundred meters had been covered. 

The torch race served the greater purpose of transferring fire 
from the altar of Prometheus in the Academy to the altar of 
Athena on the Acropolis. Thus, the event reenacted the stealing of 
fire and the lighting of the first sacrificial altar by Prometheus, 
father of King Deukalion and ancestor of all Athenians. The first 
runner to reach the Acropolis won the honor of lighting Athena’s 
altar for the sacrifices that would be offered there the next day. 
His tribe would share in the feast of an ox, as well as a hundred 
drachmas in cash. Each of the forty runners on the winning team 
received an additional thirty drachmas and a water jar.«o 


LATER THAT EVENING, citizen youths and maidens climbed the 
summit of the Acropolis for an all-night vigil, the pannychis, a 
most intense group experience.«i For the girls, just past puberty, 
this was perhaps the first time they had ventured out from the 
confinement of their households at night to be in the company of 
young men. On the Acropolis rock they sang and danced the 
whole night through, no doubt taking turns in circle dances 
organized according to their tribes, dances that were a mainstay 
of their paideia from an early age. 


It was through the repetitive movements of dance, set to music 
and the memorized words of hymns, that young people learned 
the myth-histories of their community, perhaps why Plato says 
that choral dancing represented “the entirety of education.” 62 
Indeed, song-dance lay at the very heart of Greek paideia. As 
arms and legs moved to the beat of practiced notes and words, 
incorporated within the heightened intensity of ritual 
performance, the body found, as it were, its cosmic coordination 
point, locating the self within the incomprehensibly vast scheme 
of Athenian time and space. Who am I? Where do I come from? 

Where exactly on the Acropolis did the dances of the pannychis 
take place? While no surviving texts offer a conclusive answer, 
there is a basis for reasonable speculation. Between the north 
fortification wall and the Erechtheion stretches a rectangular 
“plaza,” bounded at the west by the temple’s north porch and at 
the east by a flight of a dozen steps. This self-contained space 
would have been ideal for performance (facing page).63 The steps 
and staircases looking down into the plaza would have served 
perfectly as “bleachers” for spectators. Fascinatingly, this square 
was paved over as early as the Bronze Age, indicating its use as a 
setting for spectacle might have been very long-lived.64 It might 
well have been preserved across the ages as a special “theatral 
zone.” 


PERFORMANCE AREA? 


APERTURE FOR PosEIDON’S TRIDENT STRIKE ||~ 


Plan of Erechtheion showing location of Poseidon’s trident strike, Athena’s 
olive tree, and performance space. (illustration credit ill.97) 


Shielded from wind and noise on four sides, this square offered 
ideal acoustics for choral singing and dancing. There was also its 
proximity to the mythically charged landscape of the Acropolis’s 
north slope, the very spot where the high drama of legendary 
princesses had played out. Here, above the cave of the Long 
Rocks, where Apollo made love to Kreousa and where the infant 
Ion was abandoned, girls might join hands in a circle dance on 
the eve of the Panathenaic procession. One might hear the piping 
of Pan drifting up from his cave in accompaniment, just as it had 
for the dances of the daughters of King Kekrops in the passage 
from Euripides’s Jon quoted in chapter 1.65 And then there was 
the memory that the daughters of Kekrops and possibly the oldest 
daughters of Erechtheus leaped from the Acropolis cliffs to their 
deaths.ce Last, it is here within the ramparts of the north 
fortification wall that salvaged column drums, metopes, and 
architrave blocks from the destroyed Archaic temples were 
displayed (this page). Landscape, myth, history, and ritual 
spectacularly collide in this uniquely charged place of memory. 

Can we know what songs the girls sang as they joined hands in 


their choral dance? The beautiful choral ode of Euripides’s 
Children of Herakles may give us a hint. To be sure, it is sung by a 
chorus of old men, a rarity in Greek tragedy, but one that we also 
find in Euripides’s Erechtheus. Nonetheless, the ode may hold for 
us some vestige of the kinds of hymns that might have been sung 
at the Panathenaia, including at the pannychis. The chorus 
invokes the full heavenly cosmos to join it: 


O earth, O moon that stays aloft the whole night long. O 
gleaming rays of the god that brings light to mortals, be my 
messengers, I pray, and raise your shout to heaven, to the 
throne of Zeus and in the house of gray-eyed Athena! For we 
are about to cut a path through danger with the sword of 
gray iron on behalf of our fatherland, on behalf of our 
homes, since we have taken the suppliants in. 


But, lady Athena, since yours is the soil of the land and 
yours is the city, and you are its mother, its mistress, and its 
guardian, divert to some other land this man who is unjustly 
bringing the spear-hurling army here from Argos! By our 
goodness we do not deserve to be cast from our homes. 

For the honor of rich sacrifice is offered to you, nor do the 
waning day of the month, or the songs of the young men or 
the tunes to accompany their dancing ever slip from our 
minds ...On the windswept hill [of the Acropolis], loud 
shouts [ololugmata] resound to the beat of maiden dance 
steps the whole night long. 

Euripides, Children of Herakles 748-758, 770-78367 


There is much to gather here about the Panathenaic pannychis. 
At the very start of the hymn, the chorus invokes the celestial 
bodies of Earth, Moon, and Sun as messengers to Zeus. Later, it 
specifies the timing of the festival, that it begins “the day on 
which the moon wanes.” Indeed, the lunar calendar shows a 
waning crescent moon for the twenty-eighth of Hekatombaion. 
This would have made for very faint illumination of the Acropolis 
during the all-night vigil. The stars above would have been seen 
to shine all the more vibrantly. 

The crescent moon is featured prominently on Athenian silver 
coinage, appearing on the earliest of the owl coins, minted in 


around 510-505 B.c.68 During the 470s, the crescent is introduced 
in the upper left field of Athenian tetradrachms, just beside 
Athena’s owl (this page). While this crescent has sometimes been 
interpreted as a reference to Athenian victories at Marathon or 
Salamis, this is unlikely.co We know the Battle of Marathon took 
place under a full moon and, furthermore, that the crescent 
appeared on Athenian coins already in the last decade of the sixth 
century, well before the Persians landed on Greek shores. 

The crescent moon may instead signal the Panathenaic festival 
and, in particular, the twenty-seventh through the twenty-eighth 
of Hekatombaion, the night of the waning moon, when Athenian 
maidens and youths gathered on the Acropolis for their vigil. 
Euripides gives us a hint in the Erechtheus. A fragmentary line 
preserves a question the king puts to Praxithea, who appears to 
be handling some crescent-shaped wheat cakes: “Explain to me 
these ‘moons’ made from young wheat as you bring/take a lot of 
cakes from your house.”70 Could such cakes have been offered as 
part of the rites of the Panathenaia? Were they fashioned into 
little “moons” to reflect the lunar aspect under which the festival 
culminated? 

Importantly, Praxithea summons the women of Athens to sound 
the shrill cry of the ololugmata, beckoning Athena to be present: 
“Ululate, women, so that the goddess may come with her golden 
Gorgon to defend the city.”71 We are reminded of another 
priestess of Athena, Theano of Troy, who, as she placed a peplos 
on the knees of Athena’s statue, was joined by the women of the 
city raising the ritual cry, “Ololu!”72 And there is also a specific 
reference to ololugmata in the choral ode of Children of Herakles 
quoted on the previous page. Here, the “shrill cries” of the 
maidens resound to the beat of their dance steps. 

The word ololugmata derives from the Greek verb ololuzein, 
meaning “to cry aloud,” and is related to the Sanskrit ululih, “a 
howling.” The English word “ululation” and the Gaelic uileliugh 
(“a wail of lamentation”) come to us through the onomatopoeic 
Latin ululare, meaning “to howl or wail.”73 Indeed, the Latin word 
ulula means a kind of owl,74 as does the Old English word ule. 

Today, ululation is still customary among women in Africa, the 
eastern Mediterranean, the Arabian Peninsula, and India. The cry 
is most often used in weddings and funeral rituals. In the Muslim 
world, it is specifically used at funerals of martyrs. Produced by 


the rapid movement of the tongue and the uvula while 
simultaneously emitting a shrill vocal scream, the sound is both 
alarming and haunting. 

In the ancient Greek world, women vocalized the ololugmata at 
moments of ritual climax.75 In sacrifice, it was unleashed at the 
very instant when the animal victim’s throat was slit. Like the 
sound of the aulos, the women’s cries might have been a means of 
muffling the shriek of the dying animal. It is somewhat surprising 
to find the word used in the choral ode of Children of Herakles. 
Yes, ololugmata can be cries of joy, but they are certainly closely 
associated with death and sacrifice.76 The deliberate use of this 
word could suggest here a dark message; the remembrances of 
this night, it seems, are not of unalloyed joy and light. Could the 
maidens have shouted the ololugmata to evoke the sacrifice of 
Erechtheus’s daughter, the girl whose throat was cut by her father 
upon Athena’s altar? It is hard to imagine that, here, on the 
Acropolis rock, from which there is a tradition that the daughters 
of Kekrops and the older daughters of Erechtheus leaped to their 
deaths, Athenian maidens would not have been mindful of the 
sacrifice of the mythical princesses, commemorating them with 
song and dance. 

As they performed behind the northern ramparts of the 
Acropolis, the girls would have looked up at an astounding 
celestial display. The upper culmination of the star group Drako, 
the Serpent, coincided precisely with the period during which the 
Panathenaia was held. It is, as Efrosyni Boutsikas has pointed out, 
no coincidence that the final days of the Panathenaic festival 
overlapped precisely with this most significant astronomical 
phase of Drako, the serpent killed by Athena in the cosmic battle 
of the gods and the Giants, a boundary event vibrantly 
commemorated in this sacred feast.77 By the time the pannychis 
commenced, Boutsikas observes, the constellation would have 
been visible in an upright position, having just crossed the 
meridian. 

During this annual culmination of Drako, its two brightest 
stars, those located in the Serpent’s head, would have been best 
viewed from the north porch of the Erechtheion.7s And so, if we 
locate our “theatral space” just beside this porch, the singing and 
dancing of Athenian maidens would be situated directly beneath 
this astral spectacle. (A fascinating parallel, the constellation 


Hyades, the same as the star group Hyakinthides into which the 
daughters of Erechtheus are catasterized, is best viewed from the 
area east of the Parthenon and altar of Athena.)79 

Of course, the suggestion that the choral dances of the 
pannychis took place in a theatral square at the north of the 
Erechtheion is purely speculative. It is impossible to prove that a 
space was used for dancing in the absence of live performers. 
Nonetheless, consideration of open spaces where spectacles might 
have occurred repays the effort and teaches us much about ritual 
circulation and movement. Indeed, ritual kinesis shaped sacred 
spaces that today sit silent and elusive, void of the action that 
defined their original function. The archaeological imagination 
can come alive through the integration of the visual, the acoustic, 
the mythopoetic, the architectural, and the topographic to bring 
deeper understanding of the experience of place and time within 
the ancient landscape.so 


AS DAWN BROKE the following day, marchers would assemble just 
outside the city walls in the Kerameikos to begin their 
Panathenaic procession. There the crescent moon hanging in the 
eastern sky would fade away as the heavens lightened. The 
parade route stretched roughly one kilometer, starting at the 
Dipylon Gate, crossing the Agora, and climbing the Acropolis 
(insert this page, top). The Sacred Way measured ten to twenty 
meters in width to accommodate the great number of 
processionists.si The honor of leading the marchers was reserved 
for a young woman of parthenos status, that is, a girl just past 
puberty but not yet married. She was handpicked by the chief 
magistrate himself from among the daughters of the oldest 
families in Athens.s2 It was a great distinction to be singled out in 
this way as one of the fairest daughters of the city’s elite. It was 
the responsibility of this young woman to carry upon her head a 
basket containing the implements of sacrifice: knife, oils, ribbons, 
barley. One wonders if the visual spectacle of a young parthenos, 
leading the procession and carrying the sacrificial paraphernalia 
on her head, might not have somehow evoked the memory of one 
very special parthenos who, in deep antiquity, marched (with all 
eyes upon her) to the altar of Athena for sacrifice at her father’s 
hand. 


An Attic black-figured cup, dating to the mid-fifth century, 
shows just such a basket bearer approaching a flaming altar 
within Athena’s sanctuary. The goddess and her priestess stand 
behind the altar while a man leans over it to shake the priestess’s 
hand (insert this page, top).s3 What are we looking at? Raising 
her arms to steady her burden, the little basket bearer is clearly 
the leader of the procession of sacrificial victims (bull, sow, and 
ram), musicians, and soldiers that follow behind her. Here, the 
deep past and the contemporary rituals that commemorated it 
merge in an iconography that accesses both mythical times and 
the historical present. 

One cannot help but notice a certain correspondence between 
maiden basket bearers and the sculptured karyatids that first 
appear in Greek sanctuaries in the sixth century, when sacred 
spaces were formalized on a monumental scale.s4 The richly 
dressed karyatids of the Siphnian Treasury at Delphi, for example, 
show high basketlike elements upon their heads.s5 These so- 
called kalathos (basket) karyatids may reflect the appearance of 
actual young women who circulated past them on festival days, 
leading processions up the Sacred Way.s6 

The same can be said for the karyatids of the south porch of the 
Erechtheion (facing page). Atop their heads are pads that cushion 
the weight of the lintel. Shown dressed in their festival finery, the 
Erechtheion karyatids served as mirrors in marble for the maiden 
basket bearers who led processions up the Acropolis.s7 The aim of 
the procession was, after all, to invite the deity to the festival. By 
making the pageant continually present through the permanent 
fixtures of karyatids, Athenians would have rendered the 
invitation to Athena perpetual, and with it the goddess’s 
benevolent presence.ss 

Sacred images carried high in processional display would have 
met the karyatids at eye level and, perhaps, have been seen to 
interact with them. It is helpful here to consider the great temple 
processions of southern India that, to this day, transport statues 
of divinities along sacred parade routes, stopping at station points 
along the way.s9 In the Chittirai festival at Madurai, statues of the 
goddess Meenakshi and her consort Shiva perambulate across a 
cultic landscape before they are installed at the inner sanctum of 
the temple. At the Meenakshi-Sundaresvara temple, stone images 
of King Tirumalai Nayak and his wives emerge from the 


architecture to become one with the processions that pass before 
them.90 This model can help us understand how the Erechtheion 
karyatids functioned within their ritual space. Each year at the 
Plynteria, or “Washing,” festival, the olive wood statue of Athena 
was taken from the Acropolis and transported to Phaleron for 
bathing in the sea. Held high in sacred procession, it would have 
been carried right past the Erechtheion karyatids, at their eye 
level, allowing for a kind of sacred dialogue between the stone 
maidens and the goddess’s image. 


Karyatid porch of Erechtheion, from southeast, Athenian Acropolis. © Robert 
A. McCabe, 1954-55. (illustration credit ill.98) 


THE DAY FOLLOWING the Panathenaic procession, that is, the seventh 
day of the festival, saw two great tribal contests: the apobates race 
and the boat races. Considered the “noblest and grandest of all 
competitions,” the apobates race required a charioteer to drive 
four horses at full speed while an armed hoplite jumped in and 


out of the chariot.91 In principle, this mimicked the actions of a 
warrior in battle, but as we have noted, the days of chariot 
warfare were long past. Like other tribal events, the apobates race 
evoked the days of early Athens and the exploits of the ancestors. 

As observed, the founder himself, Erechtheus/Erichthonios, 
introduced the chariot to Athens and competed in a chariot race 
at the very first Panathenaia. The fact that the apobates race 
concluded at the City Eleusinion highlights a special connection 
between this event and the defeat of Eumolpos. We have already 
noted that the Panathenaic procession takes a special detour 
around the City Eleusinion on its way up the Acropolis (insert this 
page, top). This was perhaps done as a nod to Eumolpos, who 
went on to play a central role in Eleusinian cult. 

The tribal regatta held the same day at Munychia Harbor in the 
Piraeus was, in essence, a mock naval battle. We are told that the 
tomb of Themistokles was positioned with full view of these 
rowing races, which surely commemorated Athenian victory at 
the Battle of Salamis, a monumental triumph won under his 
leadership.s2 As with other tribal contests, the prize for the boat 
races went to the entire team rather than to an individual winner. 
First prize consisted of three oxen, a three-hundred-drachma cash 
award, plus another two hundred drachmas set aside “for 
banqueting.”93 From this we can infer that the winning tribe 
enjoyed a great feast of ox meat following their victory. 


MUCH AS WE MAY try to reconstruct the days of the Panathenaia, a 
central mystery remains: Just how did the ancient Athenians 
themselves understand their most important festival? What, in 
their view, were its origins, and how did they comprehend the 
meaning behind the rituals they practiced so faithfully for nearly 
a thousand years? This was, after all, a culture intensely pious 
and obsessively aware of its past; its understanding might have 
shifted over centuries, but in such a world there is no place for 
mere traditions, custom for its own sake. Yet recovering the 
contemporary understanding is frustrated by a problem inherent 
in ancient religions: those bound by a shared system of beliefs 
rarely have cause to describe them. It is mostly from outsiders 
looking in that we learn about a community’s religious practice.94 
But there were no outsiders then writing about Athenian cult 


ritual. 

Late-nineteenth-century scholars, eager to explain the 
Panathenaia, seized upon the birthday of Athena as the occasion 
for the festival.os Despite immediate protests from August 
Mommsen, the brother of the great Theodor Mommsen, the only 
classical scholar ever to win the Nobel Prize in Literature, this 
idea was generally accepted.ss Over the course of the twentieth 
century it became “established fact,” with some scholars still 
holding to the notion even today. In fact, though, despite 
knowing so much about it, we are at a loss to definitively explain 
the reason for the Panathenaia, a cause for chagrin. Some have 
interpreted it as a kind of New Year’s festival; others as a 
celebration of the new fire.97 Noel Robertson has neatly summed 
it up this way: “Although so many details are so well illuminated, 
the center is dark. There is no understanding of the origin and 
significance of the festival, of its social or seasonal purpose, and 
there has been almost no inquiry.”98 

One alternative to the birthday-party hypothesis has gained 
strength in recent decades. This view holds that the festival 
commemorated Athena’s victory in the Gigantomachy.oo To be 
sure, the battle of the gods and the Giants looms large in 
Acropolis ritual and iconography. It was spectacularly displayed 
on the Old Athena Temple at the end of the sixth century (this 
page). That this episode from cosmic prehistory was woven into 
the peplos offered to Athena is significant, as is its appearance in 
Athenian vase painting from the mid-sixth century on, including 
many fragments found on the Acropolis itself. There is enough 
evidence, however, that the Gigantomachy, though central, is but 
one of several boundary events celebrated at the Panathenaia, 
one among a group of core narratives by which the Athenians 
defined themselves. In this sense, what can be said of the 
Parthenon can also be said of the festival, and this is no accident: 
it presents several pieces of the genealogical story at once. 

The foundation myth of Erechtheus’s victory over Eumolpos, 
and the virgin sacrifice that ensured this Athenian triumph, is 
also one of these central events celebrated in the Panathenaic 
festival. Capping off the Late Bronze Age, this victory joins the 
Titanomachy, the Gigantomachy, the exploits of Theseus, the 
Trojan War, and other genealogical myths celebrated on the 
Acropolis from the Archaic period on. Just as ancient Near 


Eastern epic and visual culture simultaneously celebrated 
succession myths across a vast stretch of time, so, too, Athenian 
ritual commemorated a “layering” of successive local victories 
pushing Athenian identity further and further back into the 
distant past. Indeed, it would be strange if a ritual as deeply 
social as that of the Panathenaia could have developed without a 
strong mythological narrative at its core. And so the deep history 
that informed Athenian consciousness was every year enacted 
kinetically, just as throughout the year it was attested in the 
immobile marble of the Parthenon. 

But what of the games? From the Iliad on, athletic competitions 
are associated with funeral games established in memory of dead 
heroes.i00 The death of Achilles’s beloved friend Patroklos and 
the funeral competitions held in his honor become the archetype 
for athletic contests of the historical period. Games are 
appropriate memorials for heroes since physical labor and the 
expenditure of energy embody the struggles of humans on earth. 
It is fitting, then, that games honor human heroes rather than 
divinities, although the honors for mortals and immortals are 
never far apart. As we saw in the last chapter, the tombs of local 
heroes are set close to temples of Olympian gods: Pelops at 
Olympia, Opheltes-Archemoros at Nemea, and Melikertes- 
Palaimon at Isthmia.io1 It is their deaths that the Panhellenic 
athletic competitions commemorate. But this raises another 
question: Which Athenian heroes exactly were commemorated in 
the Panathenaic Games? 

A half century ago, Homer Thompson was one of the few who 
looked for local heroes behind the contests at Athens, focusing on 
the hero shrines of the Athenian Agora.io2 But if one is to look 
there, why not on the Acropolis itself? Surely Erechtheus, whose 
tomb was understood to lie beneath the Erechtheion, presents an 
ideal candidate. Certainly, he follows the model we have seen at 
Olympia, Nemea, and Isthmia, where the deaths of local royal 
heroes are commemorated through athletic games. 

And if we are to look for the most obvious heroes, why not 
heroines? After all, unlike the other Panhellenic game sites, the 
Athenian Acropolis is sacred to a female divinity. It seems 
plausible that with the general elevation of women brought about 
by the Periklean citizenship law of 451/450, the daughters of 
Erechtheus would have been incorporated into the joint worship 


of Athena and Erechtheus. In fact, we know that by Cicero’s time 
Erechtheus and his daughters were worshipped as divinities at 
Athens.103 It is likely, then, that the heroines, together with their 
father, were commemorated in the Panathenaic Games. 


THE PRESENTATION OF THE SACRED peplos to Athena represents a 
culminating moment within the Panathenaic festival. And we 
have seen how the same prominence has been ascribed to a 
garment on the central slab of the Parthenon’s east frieze. This 
prominence has supported the faulty view of the frieze narrative 
as depicting a historical Panathenaia, but while the frieze cloth is 
not Athena’s peplos, as some have thought, the salience of such a 
garment in the festival and on the frieze is no co- incidence. 104 
But before we investigate the connection, it is natural to ask, why 
would a peplos be woven for Athena in the first place? After all, 
ritual does not exist without reason; there must be a precedent in 
myth. 

The offering of clothing to divinities was widespread in Greek 
religious practice. But evidence for the ritual weaving of 
garments for cult statues, such as the months of laborious work 
preceding the Great Panathenaia, is less abundant. Ongoing 
excavations are constantly adding to what we know. 10s The ritual 
weaving of garments is attested in the sources for Athena Polias 
at Athens, Hera at Argos, Hera at Olympia, and, as we have seen, 
Apollo at Amyklai.ios Fabrics woven for Hera are understood to 
represent her wedding dress, an appropriate symbol for Zeus’s 
wife, the archetypal bride. At Amyklai, a mantle (chiton) was 
woven as the funeral shroud of Hyakinthos, who, we have noted, 
was buried beneath Apollo’s statue base. 

Fabrics were woven with elaborate figured designs for three 
great occasions in Greek life: birth (swaddling clothes), marriage 
(the wedding dress), and death (the funeral shroud). The peplos 
woven for Athena cannot represent her swaddling clothes (given 
her birth fully grown) or her wedding dress (given her perpetual 
virginity). But if we remember that Athena-Parthenos was 
worshipped jointly on the Acropolis just as Apollo-Hyakinthos 
was at Amyklai, by comparison with the chiton woven for Apollo 
(as Hyakinthos’s shroud), the peplos of Athena could represent 
the funerary cloth of the daughter of King Erechtheus. The 


pattern is the same. Local deity and local hero are so intimately 
associated that the death shroud of the hero becomes the dress- 
offering for the divinity. 

As noted earlier, ancient sources refer to two distinct peploi: a 
small one offered to Athena’s olive wood statue at the annual 
Panathenaia and a large one presented at the Great Panathenaia, 
a huge tapestry with woven figured scenes. At least by the end of 
the fourth century, the tapestry/ peplos was transported to the 
Acropolis in procession aboard ship. Like a sail it was hoisted up 
the mast of a vessel, which some believe was one of the triremes 
from the Battle of Salamis, that was lifted from the water and set 
on a wooden carriage. The Panathenaic ship became an important 
“object of memory” for the Athenians, a relic from their victory 
over the Persians.io7 It was pulled in procession atop a wheeled 
cart that carried it along the Panathenaic Way from the 
Kerameikos as far as the City Eleusinon. 10s 

The peplos-sail attached to the boat’s yardarm was woven with 
images showing the battle of the gods and the Giants and, very 
likely, with scenes of other cosmic clashes and boundary events 
from primordial and epic days. When, in 302/301 B.c., Demetrios 
the Besieger, the prince of Macedon, audaciously had his own 
image woven into the peplos, it was regarded as a colossal act of 
hubris (a graver sin than the mere cockiness the word connotes 
today). Clearly, the gods were displeased: a giant squall blew in 
during the procession, ripping the peplos-sail in two, a terrible 
omen.109 

What exactly did this peplos—dress, tapestry, and sail— 
represent? Citing Elizabeth Barber’s work on the role of ornately 
woven figure cloths in funerary rituals, Brunilde Ridgway has 
suggested that the peplos tapestry was used as a shroud to veil 
the ancient olive wood statue of Athena during the festival of the 
Plynteria.iio This ritual, which called for the stripping, washing, 
and wrapping in cloth of Athena’s image, mimics the preparation 
of a corpse for burial in funerary rites. It may allude to a period 
of mourning for Aglauros, the first of the sacred plyntrides, in 
honor of whom the festival was founded. These interpretations 
illustrate the ambiguity and flexibility of the various ancient 
Greek terms used to describe cloth. 

Heliodoros’s novel, the Aethiopika, may hold relevance for our 
understanding of the origins and function of the Panathenaic 


peplos, a fabric apparently connected with death. Here, we find 
Theagenes, a descendant of Achilles himself, traveling from 
Thessaly to Delphi to participate in celebrations at the shrine of 
Neoptolemos-Pyrrhos, as discussed in chapter 6. In the course of 
the festivities, he catches sight of the beautiful virgin priestess 
Chariklea and falls madly in love. Chariklea returns his affections, 
but the lovers are thwarted by her guardian, who hopes to marry 
her off to his nephew. And so the pair plan to elope in the dead of 
night, making their way to a Phoenician ship in nearby harbor, 
bound for Carthage. 

Arriving at the boat, Chariklea is dressed in a sacred garment 
that is described as her “mantle of victory” (niketerion) or her 
“funeral shroud” (entaphion).111 It is a curious choice of very 
divergent meanings for the garment. Heliodoros’s description 
must be based on some historical precedent understood by the 
ancient audience but lost on us. I would suggest that the peplos of 
Athena fulfilled both of the functions described by Heliodoros, a 
writer much influenced by the tradition of Athenian cult practice. 
He readily draws upon Panathenaic ritual in his fictional 
description of the festival at Delphi, transferring key elements: a 
procession, a hekatomb, ritual dancing, and a priestess. For 
historical Athenians the peplos was very much a mantle of 
victory, just as the entire Panathenaia was a celebration of 
Athenian supremacy. The mythological basis for the peplos, 
however, is the funeral shroud of the parthenos who gave her life 
to ensure Athenian victory over Eumolpos. It is thus symbolically, 
though not actually, the shroud so proudly displayed on the 
Parthenon’s east frieze. Just as the chiton woven for Apollo at 
Amyklai was a replica of the shroud of his beloved Hyakinthos, so 
the peplos woven for Athena commemorates the winding cloth of 
her beloved parthenos. Thus the merging of meanings (victory 
mantle and funerary shroud) in the fictional account of 
Chariklea’s dress, a powerful image conjured by Heliodoros just a 
hundred years before the last of the Panathenaic peploi was 
presented to the goddess. 


ONE FUNCTION, among many, of Greek temples was to house the 
image of the divinity.112 The colossal statue of Athena that 
towered within the eastern cella of the Parthenon at nearly 12 


meters, or 39 feet, in height, was a spectacle beyond belief.113 
Pheidias created the likeness from the most precious materials 
known to man, gold and ivory. Athena’s face, arms, and feet were 
carved from ivory, while a ton of pure gold was hammered into 
the draping of her dress, helmet, spear, and shield. The lifesize 
replica of the Athena Parthenos statue made for the Centennial 
Park Parthenon in Nashville, Tennessee, gives us some idea of its 
original grandeur (insert this page, bottom).114 Athena’s 
outstretched right hand held a golden statue of Nike standing 
some 6 feet tall. Between Athena’s shield and her feet coiled a 
golden snake, the sacred serpent of the Acropolis and very 
embodiment of the founder Erechtheus/ Erichthonios. The cost of 
the statue is estimated to have been as much as, or even more 
than, the building of the Parthenon itself. 

We know quite a lot about the appearance of the so-called 
Athena Parthenos, thanks to an eyewitness description by 
Pausanias, comments by Pliny and Plutarch, and some marble 
copies carved on smaller scales.115 Athena’s helmet was decorated 
with a sphinx and two Pegasus figures while griffins and deer 
adorned the visor and cheek pieces. Such guardian figures 
accentuated the protective power of the goddess. An ivory 
Gorgon’s head adorned Athena’s chest, and low at her side rested 
the golden shield, nearly 5 meters (16 feet) across. Its surface was 
decorated with reliefs repeating the great martial themes of the 
Parthenon’s east and west metopes: Gigantomachy on the interior 
of the shield and Amazonomachy on the exterior. The soles of 
Athena’s sandals were adorned with images from the battle of the 
Lapiths and the Centaurs, echoing the theme of the Parthenon’s 
south metopes. The statue’s iconography summed the past just as 
the Parthenon did. 

Pliny and Pausanias, writing more than five hundred years 
after the dedication of the statue, tell us that its base showed the 
birth of Pandora.iic Pausanias immediately thinks of Pandora in 
Hesiod’s Theogony and Works and Days. She was the first woman, 
and her curiosity compelled her to open a secret jar better kept 
closed; she thus released all manner of great evils into the 
world.117 But why should this colossal troublemaker be featured 
on the statue base of the Athena Parthenos? Indeed, she has 
nothing to do with Athens. 

It happens there is a second, independent tradition at Athens, 


for another Pandora, this one beneficent and with earth goddess 
associations.i11s Her very name, “Giver of All,” reflects a generous 
nature belied by her doppelganger. A confusion seems to have 
arisen by Roman times between the local Athenian Pandora and 
the evil one of Hesiod’s creation story. Hesiod himself mentions 
this other persona in his Catalogue of Women as the “lovely 
Pandora,” the daughter of King Deukalion and Pyrrha.iio This 
Pandora is said to be the sister of Thyia and Protogeneia, names 
also given for the daughters of Erechtheus.i20 It is this Attic 
Pandora, the youngest daughter of Erechtheus who “gave all” to 
save her city, who I assert is the maiden shown on the base of the 
Athena Parthenos statue. 

It should be remembered that Erechtheus had a trio of 
daughters with the same names as Deukalion’s three girls: 
Pandora, Protogeneia, and Oreithyia (or Thyia). This clearly 
suggests contamination, or fusion, between the stories of two 
mythical family lines. We have already noted in chapter 4 the 
complexity attending the names of Erechtheus’s daughters, with 
sources giving conflicting lists over several hundred years. In the 
great tangled web of Attic myth, the pattern of three daughters 
repeats itself. Just as Deukalion and Erechtheus have daughters 
named Pandora, so, too, Kekrops has a daughter named 
Pandrosos. There may well be fusion here between the names 
Pandora and Pandrosos, just as we have already seen for 
Erechtheus and Erichthonios.i21 But let us proceed with the 
understanding that the “birth of Pandora” attested by Pausanias 
on the base of the Athena Parthenos statue was the birth, or 
rather the crowning, of Pandora, daughter of Erechtheus. Just as 
the Amazonomachy, Gigantomachy, and Centauromachy from the 
Parthenon metopes are quoted on Athena’s shield and sandals, so, 
too, the story told on the frieze—that of the sacrifice of 
Erechtheus’s daughter—is quoted on the base of the Athena 
Parthenos statue.i22 The statue base has been estimated to have 
stood roughly 90 centimeters (35 inches) tall, and since the 
Parthenon frieze itself also measures roughly a meter in height, 
we may have yet another visual link between the sculptured relief 
of the base and that of the frieze.123 

The composition of the statue base has been reconstructed on 
the evidence of surviving copies and according to the testimony 
of Pliny, who tells us that some twenty divinities were shown in 


the scene (insert this page, bottom, and following page, top).124 
From what we can understand, “Pandora” was shown at the 
center of the group as a small girl wearing a peplos, standing 
frontally with her arms hanging at her sides. Athena stands at the 
right with a stephane in her hand, ready to crown the maiden. 125 

Two Athenian vases that predate the Parthenon show very 
similar imagery. On a red-figured krater in London we see a girl 
being crowned by Athena, while Zeus and Poseidon (to the left) 
and (to the right) Ares, Hermes, and a female goddess (Aphrodite 
or Hera?) attend the ceremony (following page, bottom).126 
Athena holds out a leafy wreath for the girl, who is dressed in a 
peplos and faces frontally, frozen and statue-like, clutching an 
olive (or laurel) branch in each hand. The maiden’s transfixed 
frontal gaze suggests the intensity of her altered state. She is 
isolated within the composition, separated by more than space in 
the very center of the scene, which has traditionally been 
interpreted as the creation of the first woman, Pandora. That 
reading, however, is frustrated by the absence of Hephaistos, a 
key figure in the creation story, and the prominence of the war 
god Ares, who rushes in at the right in full battle dress. He is a 
companion figure here to the warrior goddess Athena, who stands 
at the left of the girl. The atmosphere is not one of creation but 
one of martial victory. We are reminded of Praxithea’s 
proclamation in the Erechtheus: “My child, by dying for this city, 
will attain a crown destined solely for herself.”127 Here, then, is 
Athena awarding the promised crown to the daughter of 
Erechtheus following her sacrificial death. Running in from the 
battlefield, Ares bears news of the Athenian victory that this 
death has ensured. 


Reconstruction drawing of the base of Athena Parthenos statue showing girl 
about to be crowned. By George Marshall Peters after N. Leipen, Athena 
Parthenos, Pl. 6. (illustration credit ill.99) 


A similar female figure—shown in a frontal pose, arms hanging 
at her sides, and dressed in a peplos—can be observed on a 
white-ground cup (facing page) from Nola, near Naples. It too has 
been interpreted as showing the creation of Pandora, as told by 
Hesiod. We see Athena and Hephaistos reaching out to crown the 
girl from either side.i2s The maiden’s name is inscribed above 
her: “Anesidora,” meaning “She Who Sends Up Gifts,” a name 
very similar to Pandora, “Giver of All.”129 But the name 
Anesidora carries a distinctly chthonic connotation, since her gifts 
are sent up from below. Indeed, the name suggests a dead girl 
buried within the earth.i30 It is very possible that a maiden 
named Anesidora, in some fifth-century tradition, comes to be 
known as Pandora by the time Pausanias writes in the Roman 
period. I submit that the base of the Athena Parthenos statue 
shows a crowning of Erechtheus’s daughter, a girl variously 
named Anesidora/Pandora/Pandrosos. She is appropriately joined 
by Athena and Hephaistos, in a sense her “grandparents,” who 
caused the birth of Erechtheus/ Erichthonios. The deceased girl is 
shown welcomed into her new status as heroine, crowned, in the 
words of Praxithea, with a wreath “destined solely for herself.” 


Enthroned Zeus and Poseidon at left; Athena crowning daughter of Erechtheus 
at center; Ares and Hermes at right. Calyx krater, the Niobid Painter, ca. 460- 
450 B.C. (illustration credit ill.100) 


Anesidora, at center, crowned by Athena and Hephaistos. White-ground cup 
from Nola, the Tarquinia Painter, ca. 460 B.c. (illustration credit ill.101) 


If we take account of this special relationship between Athena 
and Pandora, understood to be the parthenos daughter of 
Erechtheus, certain persistent problems in Acropolis ritual 
practice are resolved. For instance, the principle that “whoever 
sacrifices a cow to Athena is obliged to sacrifice a ewe to Pandora 
[or Pandrosos].” This comes to us from Philochoros, who, having 
served as seer and inspector of sacred victims (mantis and 
hieroskopos) at Athens at the end of the fourth century B.c., knew 
whereof he spoke. Surviving manuscripts give both variants of 


the name Pandora/Pandrosos.i31 Also this: the Parthenon’s south 
frieze shows cows alone being taken to sacrifice, reflecting 
Athena’s command that Erechtheus be honored with cattle 
sacrifices. The north frieze, by contrast, shows a combination of 
cows and sheep in procession. It is likely that the sheep sacrifice 
was destined for Erechtheus’s daughter, a girl alternately called 
Pandora, Pandrosos, or Anesidora. The connection between 
Philochoros’s text and the Parthenon frieze has been noted 
before, but there has never been a plausible explanation for why 
a sacrifice should be made to Pandora within the context of 
Acropolis ritual. 

This reading also helps shed light on a long-baffling passage in 
Aristophanes’s Birds. The soothsayer Bakis pronounces an oracle 
that demands, “First sacrifice to Pandora a white-fleeced ram.” 132 
The meaning of this oracle has never been understood. But if this 
Pandora is the benevolent Erechtheid of the Attic tradition, and 
not the problematic Pandora of Hesiod, things fall into place. 


IF THERE IS ONE more piece of the puzzle of the Panathenaia, of how 
the Athenians understood their great festival, it is a figure whose 
ubiquity renders it hidden in plain sight. 

From the Panathenaic amphorae, to the famous silver 
tetradrachms that dominated Athenian coinage, to a host of 
images from Attic vase painting and sculpture, there is one 
symbol that is utterly synonymous with Athena. This is, of course, 
the owl. The inseparability of Athena and her winged companion 
has long been studied but never fully explained. Why is the owl 
so intimately associated with her? What is it about this particular 
creature that makes it the quintessential symbol of the goddess 
and, by extension, the city of Athens? 

As a natural predator, the owl has a distinctly martial aspect 
that jibes with Athena’s role as warrior goddess.i33 Again and 
again, we find the owl appearing on the battlefield to urge 
Athenian soldiers on to victory. In Aristophanes’s Wasps, we are 
told that Athena sent her sacred owl to fly over Athenian troops 
at Marathon, bringing them good luck.i34 Plutarch writes of the 
difficulties Themistokles suffered in convincing the Greek allies to 
fight at Salamis—until, that is, an owl landed on the rigging of 
his trireme.i35 On Attic coins of the Roman imperial period 


Themistokles stands in full armor aboard his ship, a little owl 
alighting on its prow. 136 


“Queen of the Night,” winged she-demon with talon feet; flanked by lions and 
large owls. Terra-cotta relief, Old Babylonian period, ca. 1800-1750 B.c. 
(illustration credit ill.102) 


In Greek art, owls are regularly shown with their heads facing 
front, their bodies turned in profile. On a purely naturalist level, 
this manifests the exceptional range of rotation of an owl’s head 
and emphasizes the effect of its outsized eyes with their intense, 
unwavering gaze. Gloria Ferrari has explained that this straight- 
on stare was perceived as a masculine trait in ancient Greece (as 
it still is in some parts). Men looked at those whom they would 
confront straight in the eyes: bold, brash, and unafraid. Women, 
on the other hand, were expected to be “cow-eyed” (boopis) as 
Hera, queen of the gods, is so often described.i37 The female 
glance should be lowered, to express aidos, that is, “shame,” 
“modesty,” or “humility.” 

Athena is called glaukopis, “owl-eyed,” as early as the seventh 
century in Homer’s Iliad and Hesiod’s Theogony.i3s This epithet 
could refer to the silvery, gleaming gray-green (glaukos) colors of 


her eyes or to her steely, unblinking gaze, as unusual for a female 
as Athena’s warrior aspect. Indeed, Athena Glaukopis is the most 
masculine of female divinities, and as goddess of war, wisdom, 
and craft she evinces no shame in her wide-eyed stare. 

It must be acknowledged that frontal faces are quite rare in 
Archaic and classical Greek art.139 The effect of this unusual 
perspective is purposefully arresting, to say that something out of 
the ordinary is happening. This invariably involves a physical or 
psychological transition between two states of being. Individuals 
caught between wakefulness and sleep, sobriety and drunkenness, 
silence and musical rapture, calm and sexual ecstasy, life and 
death, all look directly at the viewer, seizing upon a single 
moment suspended in time. We have noted in the images of 
Anesidora/Pandora that her full face is to the viewer as she 
experiences a kind of “apotheosis” through her crowning. At this 
moment the daughter of Erechtheus is caught between life and 
death, humanity and divinity. That Athena’s owl presents the 
same unsettling aspect is no coincidence. Death, indeed, hangs in 
the air. 

Owls were understood to portend death as early as the 
Babylonian period in Mesopotamia, circa 1800-1750 B.c. Consider 
the terra-cotta plaque known as the Queen of the Night, or the 
Burney relief (above), believed to be from southern Iraq. It shows 
a nude female figure with wings springing from her shoulders and 
bird talons on her feet. She perches atop two lions and is flanked 
by a pair of huge, menacing owls. The she-demon’s identity is 
much debated; suggestions include Lilitu/Lilith, female demon of 
an evil wind and/or the night; Innana/Ishtar, goddess of sexual 
love, fertility, and warfare; and Ereshkigal, goddess of the 
underworld, Ishtar’s sister.140 In her hands she holds the ring and 
rod symbols that signify the measurement of time by use of a 
string and stick. 

In the Greek world, owls carried a similar connotation of death, 
lament, and mourning. In the visual arts, winged figures often 
represent the human soul leaving the body. Female “death 
spirits,” sometimes called Keres, were understood to transport 
souls to Hades. We find winged sirens, harpies, griffins, and 
sphinxes employed as guardian figures on Greek funerary 
monuments. 

The winged soul of the dying Prokris can be seen flying out of 


her body and up to the heavens on a red-figured krater in 
London, dating to around 440 B.c. (below).141 Her husband, 
Kephalos, out hunting, accidentally killed her with his spear, 
mistaking her for a wild animal hiding in the bushes. We see him 
with his hunting hound, at left, while Prokris’s father, King 
Erechtheus, stands at right, pointing with great agitation to her 
winged spirit as it slips away. Prokris’s soul, shown as a woman’s 
head on a bird’s body, faces the viewer head-on, just like the 
lifeless face of the woman left behind, the two together telling of 
the ineffably altered state that is death. 

The owl’s role as harbinger of death holds the key to its close 
association with Athena. We have seen that the word ololugmata, 
the shrill wailing of women at times of sacrifice and death, 
provides the root for the word “owl,” ulula in Latin and ule in Old 
English. Alkman’s First Partheneion, or “Maidens’ Song,” a 
remarkable text dated to the seventh century B.c., preserves lines 
sung by the girls’ chorus under his supervision at Sparta: 


Death of Prokris, showing her “bird-soul” leaving her body while her husband 
Kephalos and father Erechtheus watch. Column krater, by Hephaistos Painter, 
ca. 440 B.C. (illustration credit ill.103) 


I would say I myself, 
a maiden, wail [lelaka] in vain from the sky, 
an owl [glaux]. 

Alkman, First Partheneion 85—-87142 


Gloria Ferrari points to an important connection between the 
girls’ chorus that sings this song and the Hyades, the inconsolable 
nymph sisters who mourn the death of their brother, Hyas, killed 
in a hunting accident. Known for their weepy raininess, the 
Hyades become the archetypal singers of dirges, engaged in 
eternally funereal lament. In the “somber, relentless quality of the 
night owl’s hooting,” Ferrari hears the “mourning voice” of the 
Hyades.143 Their grief culminates in their transformation into the 
star cluster Hyades, a constellation that is further associated with 
the dead daughters of Erechtheus, catasterized as the 
Hyakinthides. Some of the final lines preserved in the fragments 
of Euripides’s Erechtheus give the words “to/for the 
Hyakinthides,” and “stars.”144 

In Athenian vase painting, we find a number of intriguing 
images that show Athena in the company of three owls. A white- 
ground lekythos in Kansas bears the image of a helmeted Athena 
seated within her sanctuary (facing page).145 One owl alights 
upon her shield, another stands beneath it, and a third perches 
atop her altar. When the image is read as the souls of the three 
daughters of Erechtheus, the owl on the altar can be seen as the 
maiden who was sacrificed (on Athena’s altar) while her sisters, 
who kept their oath and died as well, are paired together at the 
left of the scene (as we see them on the Parthenon frieze, set 
apart from their little sister). The dead heroines are shown on the 
vase as winged souls, their bodies lost but their spirits living on 
within the sanctuary of Athena. In this, I build on Ferrari’s 
interpretation, whereby she associated these owls with the 
daughters of Kekrops.i46 I argue instead that they represent the 
daughters of Erechtheus, who are, after all, related to and (in the 
ancient record) often confused with the Kekropids. 

A hydria in Uppsala, Sweden, makes the connection even more 
emphatically. Here, a single owl perches atop an altar within 
Athena’s shrine, signified by a Doric column (insert this page, 
top).147 A man leads a ram to sacrifice while a bull stands in 
readiness at the far right. These represent the same animal 
victims (sheep and cattle) that are depicted on the north frieze of 
the Parthenon. Remember Philochoros: “Whoever sacrifices a cow 
to Athena is obliged to sacrifice a ewe to Pandora.” 148 If the owl 
perched upon the altar represents the sacrificed daughter of 
Erechtheus, whose name may, in fact, be Pandora, then the ram is 


an offering for her, while the bull is destined for her father, 
Erechtheus. 


Athena seated in her sanctuary with two owls by her shield, at left, and one 
sitting upon her altar, at right. White-ground lekythos, the Athena Painter, ca. 
490-480 B.c. (illustration credit ill.104) 


An intriguing image of an anthropomorphized owl, appearing 
on a mug in the Louvre, once again embodies the intimacy of 
Athena and the girl who gave her life for Athens (following 
page).149 The wide-eyed bird staring back at us is armed and 
helmeted as it charges into battle, human arms emerging from its 
feathered body to brandish a spear and a shield (an olive frond 
spreads across the back of the vase). Here is a warrior owl, a 
predator, a bird dressed like a hoplite. In this single image, 
Athena and her favorite symbol merge into one. And in their 
combined presence, we sense as well the soul of the little princess 
who saved Athens. Praxithea likened the sacrifice of her daughter 
to sending a son into battle: heroism such as few girls could 
accede to but one to equal any heroic death for the salvation of 
the city. On this cup the sacrifice and the transformation have 
already occurred: the “warrior girl” is dead, and transformed; her 
spirit lives on as a winged owl. Flying over the battlefield, she 
inspires Athenian victory, just as hovering above the Acropolis, 
she summons Athenians to ritual observances. 


Anthropomorphized warrior owl brandishing spear and shield. Mug, ca. 475- 
450 B.C. (illustration credit ill.105) 


The Louvre cup dates to the second quarter of the fifth century 
and is related to a series of Athenian vases known as owl skyphoi, 
produced from about 490 B.c. into the 420s, after which 
production relocated to the workshops of Apulia in southern 
Italy. Thousands of these distinctive vessels survive, uniform in 
shape and decoration. On front and back they show an owl 
flanked by two olive twigs.i50 

Many of these cups have one horizontal and one vertical 
handle, an unusual configuration that may have to do with a dual 
function. A horizontal handle might be used to bring the skyphos 
to a drinker’s lips, while the vertical handle might be used to 
pour libations upon the ground or an altar. In chapter 1, we 
visited the so-called Skyphos Sanctuary on the north slope of the 
Acropolis. Here, over two hundred cups of skyphos shape were 
found deliberately arranged in rows, perhaps reflecting how 
worshippers performing such a ritual set down their cups after 
offering a libation. Indeed, it is likely that the owl skyphoi were 
used on very specific ritual occasions. 

We find yet another anthropomorphized owl on a tiny terra- 
cotta loom weight from Tarentum in southern Italy (facing page), 
now in the Art and Artifact collections at Bryn Mawr College. 1s1 
As on the owl mug in the Louvre, human arms are seen to emerge 
from the bird’s body. The owl is busy spinning, lifting a distaff as 


it draws wool from a basket down below. Form, function, and 
decoration meld seamlessly in this object: when suspended in air 
from the loom, dangling on threads, these little owls would 
appear to fly. Imagine the tiny fingers of a girl weaving the weft 
through the warp, tickling the threads and causing the owls to 
dance in the air. 


Girl owl with human hands spins thread on distaff. Terra-cotta loom weight 
from Tarentum. (illustration credit ill.106) 


No class of objects, however, made for a wider dissemination of 
Athena’s companion than the large silver tetradrachms, known 
simply as “owls.” Minted without interruption from the last 
decade of the sixth century until the first century B.c., these coins 
and their contemporary imitations circulated as far away as 
Yemen and Afghanistan.i52 They present Athena on the obverse 
and, on the reverse, her owl, an olive sprig, and the letters ATHE 
(an abbreviation for the words “of the Athenians”). Some 
specimens show the crescent moon in the field just to the left of 
the owl’s head (following page), a device that, we have argued 
earlier, may well signal the Panathenaic festival itself, a feast that 
culminated on the day the moon waned. As the quintessential 
Athenian celebration, the Panathenaia was so synonymous with 
Athens that the crescent moon communicated what the city was 
best known for. In Aristophanes’s Birds, the owl coins are 
famously referenced when Euelpides asks, “And who is it brings 
an owl to Athens?”153 This can be understood as a kind of “coals 
to Newcastle” joke, hilarity at the thought of bringing to the city 


the one thing it was awash in. 


AS NOTED at the opening of this chapter, the Panathenaia was not 
the most important event in Greece, but it could not have been 
more important at Athens, as the ultimate rite of belonging. We 
have focused on the singular role of the tribal events, 
competitions, and rituals that set the Panathenaia apart from all 
other Panhellenic festivals. These represent a manifestation of a 
larger Athenian obsession with genealogy that we have tracked 
throughout this book. Legitimacy of descent was the sine qua non 
of membership in the citizenry. 


Athenian silver tetradrachm, ca. 450 B.c. (illustration credit ill.107) 


For those who made the cut, the benefits of belonging were 
enormous. Citizens alone could own land and_ household 
properties and assume the considerable rights and duties of the 
propertied class.is4 They could purchase leases for the silver 
mines at Laureion, receive windfall distributions of cash and corn, 
participate in tribal and public festivals, and hold public offices 
and priesthoods. Only citizens could vote, speak, and plead in the 
law courts and in the assembly. Thus the citizenry utterly 
monopolized economic, legal, political, and social privileges at 
Athens. It is no wonder that Athenians jealously guarded this 
identity, keeping the system stable throughout the fifth and 
fourth centuries and for much of the Hellenistic period. 

The legend of autochthony played beautifully into the 


perpetuation of this system. It has been shown that the concept of 
indigenousness was introduced during the first half of the fifth 
century in tandem with the advancement of a democratic 
ideology that asserted political equality for all citizens. Under a 
common autochthonous origin, even the lowliest citizen was of 
noble birth and, therefore, superior to any noncitizen. This was 
especially important in a cosmopolitan city like Athens where the 
population of outsiders was ever growing. These noncitizens 
included many with greater wealth than the majority of true 
Athenians.155 

Thus, we can understand why the story of Erechtheus and his 
family reemerged at precisely this time, in the age of the 
Parthenon. It provided an important model not only for 
autochthony but for the new inclusion of Athenian women in the 
requirements of citizenship. As we have seen, under the Periklean 
citizenship law one had to be born not only of a citizen father but 
also of a woman whose father was a citizen. The mother, 
furthermore, had to have been accepted as a legitimate member 
of her father’s brotherhood group (phratry) and township 
(deme).i56 

Certainly, there is no greater spokesperson for the exclusivity of 
Athenian citizenship than Praxithea herself. Her formidable 
speech in the Erechtheus is as xenophobic as it is patriotic: 


First, I could not find a better city than this one. We are a 
people born from this land, not brought in from elsewhere. 
Other cities are founded as if by throws of the dice; people 
are imported to them, different ones from different places. A 
person who moves from one city to another is like a peg 
badly fitted into a piece of wood: a citizen in name, but not 
in action. 

Euripides, Erechtheus F 360.5-13 Kannichtis7 


By this time, Praxithea has already made clear her harsh views 
on adoption: “Where is the advantage in adopted children? We 
should consider those truly born better than mere pretences.” 158 
Later in the play, we find a fragmentary line that further 
disparages “otherness.” The speaker, who seems to be Erechtheus 
himself, remarks: “The region beyond is inhabited, I believe, by 
barbarians who eat no fish.”159 Nothing could have been stranger 


to an Athenian than people who prefer a fish-free diet. 

Athenians believed themselves superior to everyone else, in the 
Greek world and beyond, and looked upon outsiders—fish eaters 
and abstainers alike—with a measure of contempt. The irony, 
perhaps, from our perspective at least, is that such chauvinism 
was the lifeblood of their notion of democracy. Only with pure 
Athenian blood could the delicate balance of sacrifice and 
privilege be assured to function. The ethnically variegated, those 
random assemblies of strangers constantly streaming in, with no 
genetic loyalty to the polis, might as easily favor tyranny and 
oligarchy, if it seemed convenient.ico Citizenship according to 
authentic Athenian descent was the only way to safeguard the 
system that had been so hard-won, wrestled from the tyrants of 
the sixth century. It also ensured that privileges were guaranteed 
even to those true Athenians who had few possessions or skills. 161 
Thus was Athenian democracy in essence a system for 
distributing privileges and responsibilities according to pedigree. 
Autochthony transcended wealth, power, and any other status. 

Athens stood out among all cities of its day for the level of 
personal engagement that it allowed citizens in the management 
of their polis.162 For this system to work required not only genetic 
affiliation but proper formation, too. The city instructed its young 
in the responsibilities, no less than the privileges, of politeia from 
a very early age. Paideia and the socialization of citizen offspring 
took precedence over everything else, performance in choral 
song-dance, athletic competitions, and public ritual being entirely 
mandatory. The institution of the Panathenaia was in this sense 
the great showcase of the formation efforts: not merely the ritual 
extravaganza of the year, but a way of ensuring that the mold 
would stay more or less intact across the generations. The 
procession at the heart of the festival was all the reminder an 
impressionable soul needed about his or her place in the world. 
Making their way from the Kerameikos cemetery and the graves 
of the ancestors, through the Athenian Agora, the great scene of 
commerce, and up the slopes of the Acropolis to the sacred 
precinct of Athena, the living felt themselves linked in a great 
chain to the dead and to the gods. 163 

Perhaps, then, it is not so surprising that one of the most 
revolutionary concepts to emerge from democratic Athens is the 
notion that a citizen should be in love with his city. Indeed, 


Euripides puts on Praxithea’s lips some of the most startling 
words ever uttered by a mother: “I love my children but I love my 
country more.” The queen goes on to lament that others do not 
share the depth of her fervor: “O fatherland, I wish that all who 
dwell in you would love you as much as I do! Then we would live 
in you untroubled and you would never suffer any harm.” 164 

Perikles himself is credited with having introduced the concept 
of this emotional bond to the polis. Nowhere is this more 
eloquently expressed than in his funeral oration for the first to 
fall in the Peloponnesian War. Looking out at the mourners and 
up at the Acropolis, Perikles instructs: 


You must yourselves realize the power of Athens, and feed 
your eyes upon her from day to day, till love of her fills your 
hearts; and then, when all her greatness shall break upon 
you, you must reflect that it was by courage, sense of duty, 
and a keen feeling of honor in action that men were enabled 
to win all this. 

Thucydides, Peloponnesian War 2.43165 


LOVE, COURAGE, DUTY, HONOR, and action: these are the virtues that 
upheld Athenian democracy. And if the burdens were 
compensated by substantial rewards, no Athenian would have 
traded this birthright for five times the gold of the richest man in 
the polis. The values of politeia were deeply ingrained and 
subscribed to by even the most ironically minded. To be an 
Athenian was in the end to profess a religion, and civic 
performance was the expression of one’s identity as well as 
devotion. Performance was the means by which the young were 
educated and thereby the values of the community perpetuated. 
Procession, recitation, musical and athletic competitions, singing, 
dancing, sacrificing, and feasting—all these actions constituted a 
greater “prayer” to Athena. They delighted the goddess and 
commemorated the ancestors while uniting the citizenry under 
the banner of collective celebration. No less than a hundred head 
of cattle or the lavishly embroidered peplos, the communal 
expenditure of energy through motion, exertion, and competition 
was a votive offering. Naturally, it took forms that expressed the 
Athenians’ special love of excellence and beauty, as well as their 
healthy appetite for rivalry and contest, fed by an extravagant 


self-regard. 


THE WELL-SCRUBBED LEGACY 


The Sincerest of Flattery and the Limits of Acquired Identity 


HE GOT AS FAR AS the inside of a cigar box. Opening the lid of 
Argiielles, the Havanas that Lopez & Brothers sold out of Tampa, 
Florida, one could find a portrait of the artist in a prospect of 
laurel leaves and scenes from his painting Sappho of 1881. By 
then, he had amassed a fortune and every honor available to a 
Victorian gentleman. But his success did not sit well with every 
set in London. “The case of Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema is only an 
extreme instance of the commercial materialism of our 
civilization,” sniffed the eminent critic Roger Fry, a member of 
the Bloomsbury Group. “Doubtless most real artists covet 
honestly enough a tithe of Sir Lawrence’s money. That does not 
smell. But his honors! Surely by now, that is another thing. How 
long will it take to disinfect the Order of Merit of Tadema’s 
scented soap?” 1 

It took around sixty years. A shrewd businessman and jolly 
good company, Alma-Tadema was among the most financially 
successful painters of his day. Offering colorful images of toga- 
clad Greeks, Romans, and Egyptians luxuriating in romantic 
architectural settings, he delighted a Victorian public yearning to 


make a little piece of this fantasy their own. By the time of his 
death in 1912, the weight of critical opinion dismissing his work 
as sentimental kitsch had become overwhelming, and with the 
ultimate ascendancy of less naturalistic styles, his work, 
meticulously researched and wrought, fell into obscurity. 

Opinion began to change in the early 1970s, as retrospectives 
and new publications brought renewed attention. By 1990, a 
catalogue raisonné had appeared.2 Alma-Tadema’s rehabilitation 
is now more or less complete, taking account of his interaction 
with the Pre-Raphaelites, his influence on European Symbolist 
painters like Klimt and Khnopff, and his broader role within 
nineteenth-century English painting.3 As usual, the sales history 
tells the larger story: His major painting, The Finding of Moses, 
had sold for £5,250 in 1904, though by 1960 the Newman 
Gallery couldn’t find a buyer for it. Failing to meet its reserve, it 
was bought in later that year for £252.4 By November 2010, 
however, Moses sold at Sotheby’s in New York for a record- 
smashing $35,922,500. 

One of the reasons for the rediscovery of Lawrence Alma- 
Tadema is the obsessive exactitude with which he tried to make 
the antique work visible. Archaeological exertion and archival 
digging were part of his art. And so it is that this Dutch-born 
artist, dismissed by Ruskin as the worst painter of the nineteenth 
century, enters into the story of latter-day efforts to understand 
the Athenians’ great architectural enigma, the Parthenon. In 
particular, it is his answer to a fiery question of classical 
scholarship—was the Parthenon painted or pure white as 
popularly imagined?—that matters most for our story. Sir 
Lawrence made his view clear with a painting from 1868 called 
Pheidias Showing the Frieze of the Parthenon to His Friends (insert 
this page, bottom).s It is a fantastic re-creation of the moment 
when the sculptor unveils his newly carved frieze to Perikles and 
his mistress, Aspasia. The young Alkibiades is present too, leaning 
against his teacher, Sokrates, the entire viewing party aloft on a 
wooden scaffold erected high above the Acropolis, affording them 
a rare “frieze-eye” view. Inspiration for this painting came, no 
doubt, from Alma-Tadema’s visit to the British Museum in 1862, 
when he first set eyes on the Elgin Marbles. 

Pheidias Showing the Frieze could only have diminished Sir 
Lawrence’s standing among the Victorian elite. For he did not 


depict the frieze as it appeared piecemeal in the museum’s 
galleries, its white marble honey-hued with oxidation and grime. 
Instead, he showed the sculptures in living color: men with 
reddish-brown skin, draped in white mantles, standing beside 
horses black, white, or gray, all set against a deep blue 
background. When displayed in public for the first time in 1877, 
the painting’s “fairground colours” were cause for much dismay. 
Exhibited in London once again in 1882, the painting reignited 
debate in what might be called the polychromy wars of classical 
scholarship.s We can only speculate on the inspiration for Alma- 
Tadema’s artistic license in coloring the Parthenon frieze as he 
did. Was it his honeymoon trip through Florence, Rome, Naples, 
and Pompeii in 1863-1864? Had the experience of the grand 
Mediterranean tour with his bride, Marie-Pauline Gressin, 
brought heightened color and emotion to his imagined view of 
the Parthenon? 

More likely, Alma-Tadema, a devoted student of archaeology 
and architectural history, had read Charles Newton’s History of 
Discoveries at Halicarnassus, Cnidus, and Branchidae, published in 
1862. In this groundbreaking volume, the archaeologist 
documented the vivid colors preserved on the relief sculptures of 
the newly discovered tomb of King Mausolos at Halikarnassos 
(modern Bodrum), one of the seven wonders of the ancient 
world.7 Newton reported of the mausoleum that the “whole frieze 
was coloured ... the ground of the relief was ultramarine, the 
flesh a dun red, and the drapery and armour picked out with 
colours.”s8 And he drew inevitable comparisons with the 
Parthenon frieze, a monument that fell under his care as keeper 
of Greek and Roman antiquities at the British Museum. “The 
bridles of the horses, as on the frieze of the Parthenon, were of 
metal, as may be seen by an examination of the horses’ heads, 
several of which are pierced for the attachment of metal.” 
Newton adds, “This variety of colour must have greatly 
contributed to the distinctness and animation of the 
composition.” 

Recognition of ancient polychromy understandably came as a 
shock to those who had been introduced to Greek art through 
plaster casts. Since the fifteenth century, the making, trading, 
collecting, and display of white plaster casts had played an 
enormous role in the shaping of European taste for the antique.9 


The highly respected eighteenth-century German art historian 
Johann Winckelmann, despite never having set foot in Greece, 
became chief promulgator of the belief that ancient Greek 
sculpture was bright white. In Winckelmann’s aesthetic view, one 
deeply informed by his own homoerotic sensibilities, purity was 
the very essence of beauty. In his Geschichte der Kunst des 
Alterthums of 1764, he wrote, “A beautiful body will, accordingly, 
be the more beautiful the whiter it is.”10 The neoclassical 
aesthetic defined and promoted by Winckelmann made the pure 
whiteness of marble an enduring fetish. 

Those who had traveled to the Aegean experienced a different 
reality. As we have seen, encountering the Parthenon frieze up 
close in the 1750s, James Stuart observed bits of metal preserved 
in the many holes drilled into the marble, and he suggested these 
were for the attachment of bronze fittings: spears and swords for 
the horsemen, bridles and reins for the horses, wreaths, and other 
accessories for those who march in procession. Such metal 
ornaments would have glistened in the raking sunlight pouring 
into the exterior colonnade. Stuart and his colleague Nicholas 
Revett also observed traces of color preserved on the Parthenon 
and the Theseion. In volumes 2 and 3 of The Antiquities of Athens, 
they published engravings showing in clear outline where paint 
had once enhanced the decorative moldings of these temples. 11 

The French architectural theorist Quatremére de Quincy 
announced the existence of ancient polychromy in his book Le 
Jupiter olympien, in 1814, a work that should have informed those 
who saw the Elgin Marbles in 1817, when they were first 
installed in a temporary gallery at the British Museum. 
Nonetheless, there was a persistent reluctance to accept that the 
Parthenon frieze had once been painted. Purity and simplicity 
were the aesthetic ideals of the day in Britain.12 The Parthenon, 
as pinnacle of Western art and taste, was seen to conform to 
Winckelmann’s old axiom: white is to sculpture what color is to 
painting. 

By 1830, the French architect Jacques-Ignace Hittorff 
established, beyond a doubt, that Greek temples had been 
extensively painted with bright colors. Firsthand examination of 
ancient monuments during travels through Italy and Sicily 
yielded irrefutable evidence of pigments preserved on 
architectural moldings. He outlined his discoveries in a seminal 


paper titled “Architecture polychrome chez les Grecs.” (Hittorff 
would go on to present a groundbreaking study of color on the 
poros architecture of Selinunte, Sicily, in a book called Restitution 
du temple d’Empédocle à Sélinonte, published in 1851.)13 

A German treatise on the topic was to follow: Franz Kugler’s 
Ueber die Polychromie der griechischen Architektur und Skulptur und 
ihre Grenzen in 1835. Lord Elgin’s former secretary, W. R. 
Hamilton, was asked to translate the book for the Royal Society 
of Literature. The translator was intrigued. He wrote straightaway 
to the trustees of the British Museum, urging them to form a 
committee to investigate whether traces of pigment might survive 
on the Parthenon marbles. By this time, several sets of moldings 
had been taken from the sculptures for the purpose of producing 
plaster casts, the first for Elgin himself in 1802.14 Additional 
moldings were taken in 1817 under the supervision of Richard 
Westmacott Sr., and with the new debate over ancient 
polychromy raging, even more casts were made in 1836-1837.15 

The mold maker Pietro Angelo Sarti was called from Rome to a 
meeting in the Elgin Room at the British Museum in December 
1836. The topic for discussion was polychromy on the Parthenon 
sculptures.ic Sarti was asked to describe the process that had 
been used in preparing the marbles for casting in 1817 and in 
1836. Among those gathered was the scientist Michael Faraday, 
who, earlier that year, had discovered electromagnetic induction. 
Faraday was aghast to hear how the Parthenon marbles had been 
prepared for molding, with a prewash of soap lyes and/or strong 
acid. Used repeatedly, each time a set of molds was taken, these 
corrosives, explained Faraday, would have “removed every 
vestige of colour that might have existed originally on the surface 
of the marble.”i7 But the castings continued, at least for the 
moment. And Faraday’s further concerns, regarding the grime 
and dirt collecting on the surface of the sculptures (resulting from 
“the London atmosphere” of “dust, smoke, and fumes”), went 
largely unheeded. He advocated for dry brushing and very careful 
washing with a little carbonated alkali (like washing soda) rather 
than soap or acid.is 

The grand reopening of the Crystal Palace at Sydenham nearly 
twenty years later would renew interest in the coloring of ancient 
stone. For the exhibition of 1854, the architect and design 
theorist Owen Jones created a multicolored Greek Court 


exhibiting brightly painted casts of the Elgin Marbles. Jones’s 
vision for the court was influenced by his firsthand experience of 
ancient monuments during his travels through Italy and Greece in 
1842. On the Greek leg, he met the young French architect Jules 
Goury, who had assisted the German architectural historian 
Gottfried Semper in his radical studies of polychromy in ancient 
architecture. Jones and Goury traveled together to Cairo, 
Constantinople, and Granada, where they undertook a landmark 
study of Islamic polychrome decoration at the Alhambra palace.19 

Owen Jones’s exhibit prompted a debate on polychromy at the 
Royal Institute of British Architects, and he followed up with a 
paper, “An Apology for the Colouring of the Greek Court,” 
published in the institute’s Transactions for 1854. It was no 
apology for the truth: he presented substantial evidence for his 
use of color, including Hellenistic terra-cotta figurines in the 
Louvre, as well as stone fragments from Selinunte shown to him 
by Jacques-Ignace Hittorff himself. He also pointed to excavations 
on the Athenian Acropolis in the winter of 1835-1836, when a 
trench 25 feet (roughly 7.5 meters) deep at the southeast corner 
of the Parthenon had yielded fragments of marble female torsos 
preserving “the brightest red, blue, yellow, or rather, vermillion, 
ultramarine, and straw color.” Jones declared with unwavering 
confidence, “To what extent were white marble temples painted 
and ornamented?...1 would maintain that they were entirely 
so.”20 

Popular taste for the whiteness of ancient sculpture was now 
fully under siege. Publishing in the same volume of the institute’s 
Transactions, the philosopher and critic G. H. Lewes nicely 
summarized the prevailing opinion of the day: “The idea of the 
Greeks having painted their statues is so repugnant to all our 
modern prejudgments ... that to accuse them of having painted 
statues, is to accuse them of committing what in our day is 
regarded as pure ‘barbarism.’ ” Yet, as Lewes conceded, “However 
startling, the fact remains: the Greeks did paint their statues. 
Living eyes have seen the paint.” 21 

The fact of paint was too much for most Victorians to bear. 
They had never liked even the tawny tint that clung to the 
surface of the sculptures. While aversion to the swarthiness of the 
stone has never been explicitly ascribed to racism, one does get 
the sense that such a bias, so prominent in the age of empire, 


might account for a measure of the vehemence of the insistence 
upon a pure-white past. Some individuals displayed an almost 
obsessive compulsion to have the marbles scrubbed “clean.” 
Debate over whether the honey tones were natural or man-made 
preoccupied British commentators for decades, some proposing 
that Pentelic marble contained a higher concentration of iron 
than other varieties and thus suffered a greater degree of 
oxidation over time. An apostle of this view, Charles Cockerell, 
called the surface patina “nature’s polychromy.” F. C. Penrose, on 
the other hand, argued that the Parthenon’s starkness was 
intentionally toned down with a thin, transparent wash of ocher, 
or some other substance, applied in antiquity. 22 

In 1858, Richard Westmacott Jr., principal restorer of the 
museum’s sculptures, won approval from the British Museum 
trustees to thoroughly clean the Elgin Marbles using fuller’s earth, 
a gritty clay abrasive widely employed for the removal of oil and 
grime. Public outcry ensued in a series of angry letters published 
in The Times.23 Despite Westmacott’s vigorous scrubbing, the 
marbles seem to have become dirty again within ten years. The 
keeper Charles Newton drew attention to dark stains on the walls 
and ceilings of the British Museum galleries and then pointed to 
the “black, greasy substance” deposited on the Parthenon 
sculptures themselves. He bitterly complained about the “foulness 
of the atmosphere” in the exhibition space, something he 
attributed to the “pouring of streams of hot air into imperfectly 
ventilated rooms,” as well as to the miserable air quality in 
Victorian London. Newton urged that the Parthenon marbles be 
washed with water every five years or, better yet, put under 
glass.24 By October 1873, his concerns had been heard, and the 
Parthenon frieze was protected behind a glass casing that 
remained in place until the 1930s, when a glorious new gallery 
was built for the marbles. 25 

In the first three decades of the twentieth century, the 
Parthenon sculptures were regularly cleaned with hard brushes 
and water. But in the early 1930s the museum’s chief scientist, 
Dr. H. J. Plenderleith, prescribed a new method for cleaning, one 
that used a “neutral solution of medicinal soft soap and 
ammonia,” together with distilled water.26 This procedure was 
followed for four years, after which everything changed. 

In 1931, an enormous donation was promised to the museum 


for the construction of a grand new gallery to house the Elgin 
Marbles. The benefactor was the hugely well-connected and ever- 
scheming art dealer Joseph Duveen, who had made a fortune 
turning his father’s import business into a house of art and 
antiques. Duveen had a particular talent for matching works of 
art owned by declining European aristocrats with the wallets of 
socially rising American millionaires. He formed a mutually 
rewarding partnership with the renowned art historian Bernard 
Berenson, in which the connoisseur and the showman provided 
clients with attributions and advisory services. This collaboration 
allowed the two friends, both men of humble beginnings, to enjoy 
a posh lifestyle to which they could formerly only aspire. 

Duveen took a very personal interest in the preparation of the 
galleries that bear his name to this day (this page, bottom). When 
choosing fabrics for the wall coverings of his new exhibition 
space, Duveen expressed a keen interest in “the actual colours of 
the marbles.”27 When announcing his gift to the British Museum 
trustees, he emphasized the necessity of removing every trace of 
dirt and grime from the sculptures. The board member Lord 
Crawford noted in his diary that the trustees “listened patiently” 
as the dealer “lectured and harangued us, and talked the most 
hopeless nonsense about cleaning old works of art.” Duveen had 
expressed in no uncertain terms that “all old marbles should be 
thoroughly cleaned—so thoroughly that he would dip them into 
acid,” Crawford writes.2s As an arriviste, Duveen might have 
harbored a natural impulse to prettify the past. Indeed, as an art 
dealer, he was known to have stripped, repainted, and varnished 
canvases to make them more attractive for the market. Lord 
Crawford asserted that Duveen had “destroyed more old masters 
by over-cleaning than anybody else in the world.” 

So it was that Duveen’s money bought him a front-row seat at 
the super-cleaning of the Elgin Marbles from June 1937 through 
September 1938. Lord Duveen, as he was known by now, enjoyed 
very special access to the sculptures and the team of unskilled 
masons charged with scrubbing them; indeed, he gave orders 
directly to the crew.29 They had wire brushes, an ample supply of 
the harsh abrasive Carborundum (silicon carbide), and, for 
particularly stubborn stains, copper chisels.30 

On September 26, 1938, the scientist H. J. Plenderleith 
reported that the scraping of the sculptures had exposed the light 


crystalline subsurface of the marble to a raw state. In some 
places, the stone’s original surface had been stripped of one-tenth 
of an inch. Consequently, certain figures appeared to have been 
“skinned.”31 Sculptures particularly affected included, from the 
east pediment, the figure of Helios, the back of the two horse 
heads from his chariot group, and the head of the horse pulling 
Selene’s chariot. From the west pediment, it was the figure of Iris 
that suffered.32 

The trustees decided not to make a public statement about 
what had happened; nonetheless, news of the cleaning was leaked 
to the press, and on March 25, 1939, the Daily Mail broke a 
sensational story: “Elgin Marbles Damaged in Cleaning ... Traces 
of patina have been removed leaving an unnatural whiteness.” 33 
As tantalizing as the story was, it was soon wiped off the front 
pages with the onset of World War II; indeed, the Elgin Marbles 
would be kept under wraps for the duration of the war and the 
frieze transferred to an unused section of the London 
Underground for safekeeping. This was a wise move, for the 
Duveen Gallery was badly damaged in the bombings of 1940 and 
had to be entirely rebuilt. It did not open again until 1949, by 
which time the wire brush scandal had been largely forgotten and 
remained so until the publication of the third edition of William 
St. Clair’s Lord Elgin and the Marbles in 1998. Controversy was 
reignited. In response, the British Museum produced an 
unprecedented and wonderfully comprehensive publication of all 
internal documents relating to the case. In addition, it sponsored 
an international conference on the matter in December 1999.34 
Thus, much of what we know about the long debate over 
polychromy, as well as the British Museum’s stewardship of the 
marbles, has come to light only recently. 

We have also learned much from the ongoing autopsy of the 
Parthenon itself. Indeed, exciting new evidence for the vivid 
painting of the temple has been revealed by the Acropolis 
Restoration Service’s work on the Parthenon’s west colonnade. It 
was a matter of removing other architectural accretions. During 
the Frankish period, a bell tower with staircase was built within 
the porch at the very southwest corner of the Parthenon, then 
serving as the cathedral Notre-Dame d’Athénes. One of the 
tower’s brick walls had long concealed a section of an anta 
capital, just beneath the architrave. With the Ottoman capture of 


Athens in 1458, the cathedral was transformed into a mosque and 
the bell tower into a minaret. 

In the early 1990s, the brick wall of this medieval staircase was 
removed. For the first time in 750 years, the anta capital of the 
Parthenon’s rear porch was exposed. Extensive traces of green 
and red paint were found preserved on its Ionic and Lesbian 
moldings, as well as on the profile moldings above the frieze 
within the north and west colonnades.35 Separately, Egyptian 
blue and red hematite paint have been found on the horizontal 
cornice as well as on the triglyph-metope frieze.36 Laser surface 
cleaning, undertaken in 2006—2009,37 has further revealed traces 
of light green paint on the costumes of two of the horsemen on 
the west frieze, the only stretch of the relief panels that Elgin left 
in place.3s And, on the west pediment, significant traces of blue 
(amid an orange-brown layer of the original ancient patina) have 
been revealed on the drapery stretching across the back of King 
Kekrops (this page).39 

The polychromy wars entered a twenty-first-century phase with 
the opening of the new Acropolis Museum on June 19, 2009. 
Timed to co- incide with the festive inauguration of the galleries 
in Athens, there came from the British Museum a press release 
announcing new research that revealed polychrome paint on the 
Elgin Marbles. Using the latest technology to detect infrared light 
emitted by pigment particles of Egyptian blue, a British team had 
been able to recover barely visible traces of color on the belt of 
Iris from the west pediment. “I always believed the frieze must 
have been painted,” offered one senior curator. “This new method 
leaves no room for doubt.” He further observed that originally the 
marbles would have been painted red, white, and blue. “Yes,” he 
added, “the colours of the Union Jack,” shooting a little 
cannonball of British nationalism toward the happy party 
gathered at the foot of the Acropolis.40 


THE POLYCHROMY CONTROVERSIES ARE but a short chapter in the long, 
vexed history of efforts to see the Parthenon and the people who 
made it as they were. It is a chapter, nonetheless, typical of the 
perils of self-projection in attempting to apprehend the distant 
past. Athens having served as an ideal for so many later cultures, 
it is perhaps unavoidable that of all antique realities it would 


have suffered the most distortions in the course of successive 
attempts at appropriating its legacy. Only recently have some 
advanced methods of investigation liberated our own 
understanding from preconceptions that have stood since the 
Renaissance and the Enlightenment. And yet there remains who 
knows how much more to unearth. 

At the same time, popular understanding, particularly as 
reflected in our civic discourse and architecture, continues to 
uphold certain assumptions of supposedly Athenian derivation— 
assumptions, for instance, about the primacy of empirical reason 
over belief, the centrality of the individual, and the basis of 
democracy—just as surely as it clings to an aesthetic of pure- 
white marble. As a practical matter, we are bound to stick to our 
self-serving construction of the Athenian reality for the 
foreseeable future. It may, therefore, come as some comfort to 
discover that peoples more historically proximate to classical 
Athens, with the sincerest of intentions and the most studious of 
efforts, were not altogether unerring in their effort to capture the 
Athenian ideal, to develop from it an identity of their own. To set 
things in perspective, then, perhaps even to gather a thing or two 
we latter-day imitators might have missed, let us in closing 
consider the case of the very first would-be Athenians. 


AS EARLY AS the late fourth century B.c., the political and economic 
hegemony of Periklean Athens was mostly a memory. At the 
beginning of the second year of the Peloponnesian War, in 429, 
Perikles himself had perished, struck down by the deadly plague 
that would claim a full third of the Athenian population. Things 
went from bad to worse, the war ending in defeat for Athens and 
its allies in 404. The Greeks would continue their infighting until 
Philip of Macedon finally conquered them in 338, bringing a 
decisive end to the Athenian democracy. 

The Athenian legacy of course lived on in the new regime, not 
least because of Aristotle’s conscription as tutor to Alexander, 
Philip’s son. Still, as the age of the Parthenon receded, the 
geopolitical center of the Greek world shifted east. Successive 
powers would rise, claiming, to one degree or another, 
identification with bygone Athenian greatness. The first and most 
zealous of these would be Pergamon. During the latter third and 


entire second centuries B.C., for about 150 years, this kingdom in 
western Anatolia set about modeling itself in the image of 
classical Athens. So passionate was the Pergamenes’ love of 
Athenian art, architecture, philosophy, religion, and culture that 
they lavished their own “city on a hill” with gleaming white 
marble buildings in conscious imitation of the Periklean 
Acropolis.41 And though aware that their ancestry sprang from 
Tios on the Black Sea, the Pergamene kings acquired through 
pure invention, abetted by the Athenians themselves, an identity 
that can be called neo-Athenian. This they did even to the point 
of carving a frieze of their own, in direct imitation of the 
Parthenon frieze, linking themselves to the very genealogy that 
the Athenians had guarded so jealously and celebrated annually 
in the Panathenaia, by this time, for more than four hundred 
years. 


Pergamon acropolis, reconstruction model with theater, temple of Dionysos, 
and stoa; on summit above, temple of Athena Polias and the Great Altar. 
(illustration credit ill.108) 


By the middle of the second century, Pergamene kings could 
boast of their own acropolis of white marble buildings, including 
a temple to Athena Polias Nikephoros (“Athena of the City, 
Bringer of Victory”), a copy of Pheidias’s statue of the Athena 
Parthenos, and, perhaps also, a copy of Pheidias’s Bronze 
Athena,42 as well as a cavernous theater nestled into the citadel’s 


precipitous western slope, anchored at its base by the temple of 
Dionysos and a long, sprawling stoa (facing page). 

It was no coincidence, of course, that each of these elements 
could also be found on the Athenian Acropolis (below). The 
Pergamene kings were likewise quick to introduce local cults of 
Athena Polias, Dionysos, Zeus, Asklepios, and Demeter and Kore, 
replicating the long-established religious institutions as well as 
the more tangible fixtures at Athens. What motivated these 
newcomers to emulate so completely and so suddenly the 
Athenian model? 


Hypothetical visualization of Athenian Acropolis, south slope with Theater of 
Dionysos, temple of Dionysos, Odeion of Perikles, Stoa of Eumenes II; on 
summit above, the Parthenon. (illustration credit ill.109) 


SET ON A PRECIPITOUS SUMMIT in northwestern Asia Minor, roughly 
opposite the Aegean island of Lesbos, Pergamon is an easy 26- 
kilometer (16-mile) sail up the Kaikos River from the 
Mediterranean Sea. The city’s commanding cliffs attracted King 
Lysimachos (360-281 B.c.) of Thrace and Mysia, who inherited all 
of western Asia Minor following the death of Alexander the Great 
in 323 p.c. With its natural defenses and proximity to the fertile 
fields of the Kaikos River valley to feed a large garrison, this was 
the perfect place to build the royal treasury. To safeguard his 
wealth, Lysimachos appointed his trusted comrade Philetairos 
(ca. 343-263 B.c.), but following a series of bloody clashes 
between Lysimachos, King Seleukos (another of Alexander’s 
heirs), and Seleukos’s rivals, Philetairos found himself the last 


man standing.43 He kept the treasure and used it to establish his 
own royal line, one that became known as the Attalids, 
presumably after his father, who was likely named Attalos. 

Philetairos died in 263 B.c., succeeded by his adoptive nephew, 
Eumenes I. This Eumenes declared sovereignty for Pergamon, 
defeating the Seleucid king, Antiochos, in 262. He also became a 
great patron of Athenian philosophers, befriending Arkesilaos, 
arguably the most influential head of the Academy after the death 
of Plato.44 Thus, the Attalid kings began a long relationship with 
the philosophical schools of Athens, a fruitful partnership that 
would bolster their claim to being special caretakers of Athenian 
learning and culture. Another nephew of Phileteiros’s, Attalos I, 
succeeded Eumenes upon his death in 241. Like his cousin, 
Attalos I was well acquainted with philosophical circles in 
Athens, becoming a close associate of Lakydes, faithful follower 
of and successor to Arkesilaos at the Academy. In fact, so great 
was Attalos’s esteem for his learned teacher that he established a 
special garden on the Academy grounds, which became known as 
the Lakydeion. 

In his forty-four-year reign (241-197 Bc), Attalos I 
accomplished much, but he would be best remembered for two 
things. First, his refusal to pay the onerous tribute demanded by 
marauding Gauls from the north, a burden on the Pergamene 
people for years. In fact, within ten years of becoming king, he 
would soundly defeat the Gallic enemy.4s Attalos’s second great 
accomplishment was to raise four sons, two of whom, as Eumenes 
II and Attalos II, would follow him in peaceful succession, each 
serving very ably on the Attalid throne. It was under the rule of 
these three immensely capable individuals across two long 
generations, spanning 241 to 138 B.c, that Pergamon made itself 
a “New World” Athens, an icon in fact of the old one. Lavishing 
money on the city’s building program in a measure to rival 
Perikles himself, they established a vibrant center for science, art, 
and culture, including a superb library of more than 200,000 
scrolls, calculated to attract the most distinguished teachers and 
philosophers of the day. 


IN 200 B.C., while harbored on the island of Aegina with his fleet, 
Attalos I found himself summoned to Athens. He was welcomed 


at the Dipylon Gate by an ecstatic throng of magistrates, priests 
and priestesses, and the citizen body as a whole. The people of 
Athens had a truly astounding honor to offer him: the assembly 
had voted that Attalos should henceforth be regarded as one of 
Athens’s founding heroes. A new tribe would be named the 
Attalis, and his image would be added to the bronze statue group 
of the Eponymous Heroes that had stood in the Agora since the 
430s B.c.46 This was the monument to the city’s ten founding 
heroes, who had given their names to the Athenian tribes 
established during the early days of the Kleisthenic democracy, in 
the last decade of the sixth century. 

Thus was an eastern king, with family roots on the Black Sea, 
made not merely a citizen of Athens but a founding father. That 
such an honor could be awarded retroactively, as it were, 
demonstrates the flexibility and practicality of genealogical 
succession myths. It makes the Parthenon Inscription honoring 
Nero in A.D. 61/62 seem rather a small token. But in both cases, 
the Athenians, having seen better days, were bartering for 
survival with the most precious thing remaining to them: their 
singular identity (what we might call the most prestigious 
“brand” in the ancient world). For assimilating Attalos, they 
wanted something quite substantial in return: that he join with 
Rome in defending Athens against Philip V in the Second 
Macedonian War (200-197 B.c.). Attalos duly complied, bringing 
soldiers to fight alongside the armies of Rhodes and Rome to 
defeat the Macedonian foe. 

With his new Athenian identity in hand, Attalos I had only to 
make a few further changes to the Pergamene acropolis to 
establish an august mythic past for his relatively short-lived 
kingdom. This he (and his sons) would do via the legend of the 
hero Telephos, son of Herakles. 

Meanwhile, before leaving town, the Pergamene king seems to 
have dedicated on the Athenian Acropolis a series of bronze 
sculptures celebrating his triumphs over the Gauls in 233 and 228 
B.c.47 Since the fragmentary inscription preserves only the name 
Attalos, there is a possibility that this offering was made by his 
son, Attalos II, but the agency of the father is perfectly 
conceivable. In any case, the installation followed the long- 
standing tradition discussed in chapter 6, by which conquests 
over eastern enemies were conspicuously commemorated with 


shields, swords, and other booty dedicated on, in, or near the 
Parthenon. Attalos’s victory monuments were set atop the 
southern ramparts of the Acropolis practically in the shadow of 
the Parthenon. 

Pausanias saw the dedications of Attalos when he visited the 
Athenian Acropolis in the second century A.D.48 He describes a 
series of bronze statues showing gods battling Giants, Theseus 
fighting the Amazons, Athenians clashing with Persians, and 
Pergamene warriors defeating Gauls. Thus, Attalos integrated his 
own victories over barbarian tribes into the hallowed succession 
of military boundary events celebrated on the Acropolis from the 
Archaic period on. Manolis Korres has even identified the cuttings 
for the attachment of these statue groups atop the southern wall 
of the Acropolis.49 We can envision, then, a series of bronze 
images set up just beneath the Parthenon and just above the 
Theater of Dionysos. 

Attalos’s sons, Eumenes II and Attalos II, were quick to 
understand the value of cultivating this painlessly acquired 
heritage, and they carried on strengthening ties with Athens and 
bestowing sumptuous benefactions upon the city. When we look 
to the south slope of the Acropolis today, we see the Theater of 
Dionysos, which, by the Hellenistic period, seated around 
seventeen thousand spectators (this page). But where did these 
crowds take shelter from the intense sun and occasional rain? 
Enter Eumenes II, bearing an efficient solution that had already 
worked at Pergamon. At his home citadel, Eumenes had erected 
two tremendous stoas just beneath the theater, one of the 
colonnades an astonishing 246.5 meters (809 feet) long (this 
page). So the king donated funds for the construction of a smaller 
version at Athens, just 163 meters (535 feet) long, to the west of 
the Theater of Dionysos. The “Stoa of Eumenes,” as it came to be 
called, shows the same system of arcaded buttresses that support 
the theater at Pergamon, a neat answer for the problem of 
building up against a steep cliff. Eumenes may have also provided 
Pergamene engineers to work on the south slope of the 
Acropolis.50 The interior colonnade of the upper story was 
adorned with palm-leafed capitals, a signature of Pergamene style 
and of Attalid benefaction. 

Eumenes’s younger brother Attalos II (220-138 B.c.) studied in 
Athens as a young man, possibly under the philosopher 


Karneades, head of the Athenian Academy. This would explain 
the inscription of Attalos’s name on the base of a bronze statue of 
Karneades found in the Agora.5i1 A second dedicator is also 
named, Ariarathes, king of Cappadocia, who just happened to be 
Attalos’s brother-in-law. This joint offering suggests that the two 
princes might have spent their salad days together in Athens, 
studying under Karneades. Son of an Eponymous Hero of Athens, 
Attalos II was awarded the great honor of Athenian citizenship in 
recognition of his benefactions to the city. He famously financed 
the construction of a great two-storied stoa, its colonnade built 
entirely of Pentelic marble.s2 Measuring 115 meters (377 feet) 
long, the so-called stoa of Attalos featured the same telltale 
Pergamene capitals used in the stoa of Eumenes. In 1952-1956, 
the American School of Classical Studies at Athens fully 
reconstructed the stoa of Attalos on its original foundations, 
making it one of the only ancient Greek buildings ever to be 
completely restored and used; to this day it houses the Agora 
Museum and the Agora Excavations offices and storerooms.s3 

The special relationship between Athens and Pergamon is 
further attested in a series of impressive commemorative 
monuments on the Acropolis. All four sons of Attalos I competed 
in the equestrian events at the Great Panathenaia of 178 B.c., each 
winning his respective competition. The princes continued to 
contend for prizes in subsequent Panathenaic festivals.s4 To 
celebrate their victories, they set up two very conspicuous 
monuments. Eumenes II built a pillar monument, surmounted by 
a four-horse chariot group cast in bronze,55 on the terrace just 
below the northwest wing of the entrance to the Acropolis, in a 
spot roughly parallel to the placement of the Athena Nike temple 
at the south. It should be remembered that the princes’ ancestor 
Philetairos had introduced the worship of Athena Polias 
Nikephoros at Pergamon back in the second quarter of the third 
century B.C. The pairing of the Attalid victory monument with the 
Athenians’ own temple to Victory emphatically manifested the 
special link between the two cities. The chariot group would 
come and go, but the pillar base proved durable: it later held 
bronze statues of Antony and Cleopatra, and following their 
defeat at Actium in 31 B.c. it was rededicated to the great hero of 
the battle, the Roman consul Marcus Agrippa. The monument can 
be seen to this day just to the left, in front of the northwest wing 


of the Propylaia as one enters the Sacred Rock. 

A second monument was erected, probably to commemorate 
Attalos Is victory in equestrian competitions that he seems to 
have won at three separate Panathenaias: 178/7, 170/69, and 
154/3 B.c.56 Its towering marble podium supported a bronze four- 
horse chariot group (facing page).s7 Erected at the northeast 
corner of the Parthenon, the monument reached the height of the 
temple’s architrave, bringing it face-to-face with the shields 
dedicated by Alexander after his victory at Granikos. It also 
directly faced the northernmost metope of the Parthenon’s east 
facade (no. 14), which shows Helios driving his chariot up from 
the watery, and fishy, depths (this page). One can only wonder 
how close the Pergamene dedication stood to the famous statue 
group of Erechtheus battling Eumolpos, a leading work by the 
master sculptor Myron in the mid-fifth century B.c. Pausanias 
describes these sculptures as set up “right by the temple of 
Athena.”5s Thus, by the Hellenistic period, the Parthenon precinct 
was filled with victory monuments from across the ages, 
juxtaposing images of venerable local heroes with those of newly 
minted Attalid kings. 


Reconstruction drawing of victory monument of Attalos II, with bronze 
quadriga on tall pillar at northeast corner of Parthenon, by M. Korres. 
(illustration credit ill.110) 


BACK AT PERGAMON, the Attalids imported cults that had long 
existed at Athens.s9 They combined the worship of Athena Polias 
with that of Athena Nike to produce the cult name Athena Polias 
Nikephoros. Beneath the Pergamene theater stood a small temple 
of Dionysos, mirroring exactly the plan at Athens, where the 
temple of Dionysos sits just below his theater on the Acropolis’s 
south slope.co High above the theater at Pergamon, we find the 
sanctuary of Athena Polias, again a direct quotation of the plan at 
Athens, where the sanctuary of Athena sits atop the theater, 
crowning the Acropolis citadel (this page and this page). So 
important was visual correspondence with the Athenian model 
that Pergamene builders turned their Athena temple off the 
standard east-west axis so that it faced north, its long flank 
appearing above the theater just as the Parthenon does above the 
Theater of Dionysos on the Acropolis’s south slope. 

The precinct of Athena Polias Nikephoros, established at 
Pergamon by Philetairos, was enhanced with double-storied stoas 
added by Eumenes II.ci The upper balustrades of these stoas were 
ornamented with sculptured reliefs depicting trophies of 
Pergamene victories: great panoplies of weapons, shields, armor, 
standards, and aphlasta (apulstres, tall ornaments that decorate 
the sterns of ships and symbolize maritime power). In this, the 
Pergamene shrine of Athena Polias Nikephoros borrows from the 
temple of Athena Nike at Athens. We will remember the ninety- 
nine shields seized by Kleon from the Spartans at Sphakteria and 
hung as trophies around the podium of the Nike temple. The 
symmetry between the booty displayed at Athens and the seized 
weapons depicted on the Pergamene balustrade makes the 
association of the two sanctuaries all the more emphatic. 

The so-called Altar of Zeus, set high on a terrace near the 
summit of the Pergamon acropolis, was a monument like no other 
(below).62 It measured roughly 35 square meters, or 100 Ionian 
feet, making it a true hekatompedon, or “hundred-footer.” The 
date of its construction and its identification as an altar are much 
debated.63 While it has traditionally been placed during the reign 
of Eumenes II, new study of context pottery has pushed the date 


down to the very end of his reign and extending into that of 
Attalos II and, even possibly, that of Attalos III.64 Work appears to 
have begun after 165 B.c, or even later, in commemoration of 
Eumenes II’s victories over the Gauls in 167-166 B.c. In any case, 
the monument was never completed. 

The Great Altar’s sumptuous sculptural program is a tour de 
force carved in marble. The exterior frieze wraps around the base 
of the monument, in defiance of all architectural conventions that 
normally require such a frieze to be set high above the Ionic 
colonnade. Through the radical innovation of bringing the 
sculptured figures down to ground level, the altar seems intended 
to engage human viewers in the energy of its composition. So 
much for the gods as the only intended viewers; perhaps an 
acquired legacy was thought to require more on-the-ground 
selling. 


Great Altar of Zeus from Pergamon, with broad western staircase leading up to 
a raised court; Gigantomachy frieze wraps around exterior beneath colonnade. 
(illustration credit ill.111) 


The frieze presents a very ancient narrative, one borrowed 
straight from Athens: the Gigantomachy, the cosmic conflict 
presented through a multitude of images capturing the very heat 
of combat. It is estimated that there were between eighty and a 
hundred figures in the original composition spread across a field 
113 meters (371 feet) long and 2.3 meters (7.5 feet) high. In what 
survives, we can recognize the full pantheon of divinities listed in 


Hesiod’s Theogony.65 Gods of the cosmos and the oceans join with 
the younger generation of Olympians to battle the Titans and the 
Giants, fantastic creatures depicted with wings, serpent legs, the 
heads of beasts, and other marks of monstrosity. 
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Plan of the Pergamon Altar showing placement of the Gigantomachy frieze 
(beneath colonnade wrapping around the exterior) and the Telephos frieze 
(inside the raised court, wrapping around the interior colonnade). (illustration 
credit ill.112) 


Athena fights winged giant (at left) while Nike crowns her (from right); Ge 
emerges from the earth, pleading for her son. East frieze, Pergamon Altar. 
(illustration credit ill.113) 


The Giants of the Pergamon Altar can be seen as Hellenistic 
incarnations of the terrifying creatures that appeared in our 
discussion of the Archaic Acropolis at Athens (chapter 2). Some 
recall aspects of the hideous Typhon with broad wings and 
serpent legs. Still others are reminiscent of the fish-tailed Triton 
that we saw wrestling with Herakles on the poros pediments. The 
triumph of order over chaos, as represented by the Olympian 
gods’ overcoming the Giants, works also as a metaphor for 
Pergamene victory over the barbaric Gauls. 

At the west side of the altar, a flight of two dozen steps 20 
meters (66 feet) wide leads up to an interior court. Here, a 
second, smaller frieze wraps around its interior colonnade 
(previous page). Forty-seven of its original seventy-four relief 
panels survive. They tell the story of the foundation of Pergamon 
through the exploits of the hero Telephos, son of Herakles and 
the princess Auge of Tegea on the Greek mainland.«« 

In contrast to the flamboyant style of the Gigantomachy frieze, 
this interior frieze presents a quiet, dignified narrative, one that 
takes us rather literally through the life story of Telephos. The 
juxtaposition of two very different sculptural styles mirrors what 
we find on the Parthenon, where the vibrant poses of Athena and 
Poseidon on the Parthenon’s west pediment contrast with the 


calm, collected mood of the foundation story told on the frieze. 
Indeed, the Pergamon Altar is a very studied imitation of the 
Parthenon in its style, its content, and the programmatic 
organization of its sculptured decoration. The figures of Athena 
and Zeus on the east frieze of the Great Altar are directly 
modeled on the dynamic central composition of Athena and 
Poseidon on the Parthenon’s west pediment. We see Athena in the 
same energetic stance, lunging to the right, with her left leg bent 
at the knee and pushing through the great sweep of her dress 
(facing page). She grabs a fallen, winged giant (Enkelados?) by 
the hair while Ge (his mother?) emerges from the earth, 
imploring Athena to spare him. Meanwhile, Zeus’s explosive pose, 
with thick, exaggerated musculature, derives directly from the 
figure of Poseidon on the Parthenon’s west gable (below). He 
raises his arm to hurl a thunderbolt (in place of Poseidon’s 
trident) as three Giants are brought to their knees (and snake- 
legs) before him. 

Again and again on the Pergamon Altar, we find references to 
Athens, its cosmic struggles, and its defining boundary events. At 
the north side of the Gigantomachy frieze, we see a dynamic 
female figure poised to hurl a globe encircled with a coiling snake 
(following page). The maiden pulls her right arm back, fully 
cocked for the pitch, and thrusts her left arm straight out, to 
steady her aim. This figure has traditionally been identified as a 
personification of Nyx, goddess of the night, or, alternatively, as 
Persephone or Demeter.s7 One cannot help but be reminded, 
however, of the young Athena, the only deity in Greek myth who 
is famous for pitching a serpent into the sky. Hurled to the very 
pole of heaven, Drako’s constellation dominates the northern sky 
ever after. Can it be a coincidence that this image of a serpent 
thrown skyward is placed on the north side of the Gigantomachy 
frieze? Even though this figure is not meant to represent Athena, 
it is deeply evocative of her vibrant catasterization of that most 
deadly of Giants. 


Zeus hurls thunderbolt at Giants. East frieze, Pergamon Altar. (illustration 
credit ill.114) 


“Nyx” hurls serpent into the heavens. North frieze, Pergamon Altar. 
(illustration credit ill.115) 


Further along the north frieze we find another quotation from 
Athens, indeed, from the Parthenon sculptures. A monstrous fish, 


replete with scales, gills, fins, and a bulging eye, emerges 
spectacularly from the waters beneath Helios’s chariot (inset, 
facing page). We think immediately of the Parthenon’s abundance 
of serpents and fish-tailed creatures, especially the fish that 
similarly swim beneath Helios’s chariot on east metope 14 (this 
page), just behind the victory monument of Attalos II (this page). 
The Pergamon Altar thus takes familiar land and marine creatures 
seen on the Athenian Acropolis and inflates them to an all-new 
level of amplification in the bombastic sculptures of the 
Gigantomachy frieze. And one only need look to the snake 
bursting from its relief background and slithering up the altar’s 
staircase (above) to be reminded of the serpents of the Archaic 
Acropolis (insert this page, top, and this page, top). Makes one 
wonder just how much fishy iconography we have lost from the 
Acropolis.6s 


Serpent slithers up western staircase, locked in combat with eagle of Zeus, 
while fallen winged giant looks on. Inset: Monstrous fish emerging from the sea 
beneath Helios’s chariot, north side. Gigantomachy frieze, Pergamon Altar. 
(illustration credit ill.116) 


EVEN THE ROOF of the Pergamon Altar was decorated with marble 
akroteria figures familiar from the Athenian Acropolis: Athena, 
Poseidon, Centaurs, and Tritons. Once again, the figures of 
Athena and Po- seidon seem to quote their likenesses on the 


Parthenon’s west pediment: Athena wears a Gorgon’s head aegis 
draped across her chest, as she rushes forward (following page, 
left); Poseidon turns his full, rippling torso to the viewer as he 
lifts what is, no doubt, a trident with his outstretched right arm 
(following page, center). As for the altar’s rooftop statues of 
rearing Centaurs, can they have been inspired by anything other 
than the south metopes of the Parthenon? Likewise with the burly 
Triton akroteria, hulking mermen with seaweed around their 
waists and fish tails emerging from their loins (above, right).69 
These are the sons of Triton, the same sea monster shown 
wrestling Herakles on the Bluebeard Temple of the Archaic 
Acropolis and repeated in the Triton figures of the Parthenon’s 
west pediment (insert this page, right). 


Rushing Athena, with Gorgon’s head on her chest. Akroterion figure, Pergamon 
Altar. (illustration credit ill.117) 


Poseidon emerges from the sea. Akroterion figure, Pergamon Altar. (illustration 


credit ill.118) 


Burly Triton with “skirt” of seaweed. Akroterion figure, Pergamon Altar. 
(illustration credit ill.119) 


WITH SO MANY direct quotations from the Parthenon manifest, it 
should come as no surprise that the altar’s Telephos frieze takes 
direct inspiration from the Erechtheus frieze of the Parthenon. 
Indeed, there may be no greater proof that the Parthenon frieze 
shows the myth of Erechtheus than this later frieze that strives so 
explicitly to emulate it. Both friezes channel the myth of the city 
founders, the oracles that determined their fates, their roles in 
defending their cities from hostile invaders, and_ their 
contribution in establishing local cult. Both do so in a long, 
continuously sculptured “ribbon” of marble relief. But as with the 
altar’s Gigantomachy panels, there is a key difference. While the 
Parthenon frieze rings the upper recesses of the peristyle, the 
Telephos frieze encircles the interior colonnade of the altar’s 
raised court, seen directly at eye level (this page).7o One wonders 
if, once again, in their conscientious imitation of the Parthenon, 
the sculptors at Pergamon set out to compensate for a weaker 
claim to divine descent. No one in Athens was in any doubt of 
Athenian genealogy. But the Telephos frieze had to make a 
somewhat harder sell, establishing the legitimacy of the Attalid 
dynasty for all, Pergamene and visitor alike, to see. There were 
no centuries of certainty that this descent issued from prehistory. 
It is perhaps not surprising that the Pergamene kings, in their 
sedulous cultivation of neo-Athenian identity, chose for their 
founder a hero who had been celebrated in an eponymous play of 


Euripides’s. After all, if the Athenians could point to the master’s 
Erechtheus, the Attalids could claim his Telephos.71 Greek tragedy, 
just like Greek architectural sculpture, was an important vehicle 
for retelling charter myths.72 Again and again in Greek drama we 
find the foundation of local cult occasioned by the death of a 
local royal hero: Pentheus at Thebes, Hippolytos at Troezen, 
Opheltes at Nemea, Iphigeneia at Aulis, Erechtheus and his 
daughters at Athens, and, yes, Telephos in Mysia. No one was 
keener to tell these tales than Euripides, whose corpus included 
not only the Erechtheus and the Ion, but the Children of Herakles 
and Iphigeneia at Aulis, as we have seen, also the Bacchai, 
Hypsipyle, and Telephos. In fact, the theatrical propagation of 
myth might have, if anything, seemed more urgent to the 
Pergamenes. Andreas Scholl has stressed the architectural 
similarity between the Great Altar and the skene (scene building) 
of the Greek theater.73 It is possible that the very form of the altar 
itself refers to the Greek stage and to the mythic dramas played 
out upon it. 

Presenting a continuous narrative in which leading characters 
appear repeatedly as they make their way through sequential 
episodes of the foundation story, the Telephos frieze is nothing if 
not far easier to read than the one on the Parthenon. We take it in 
like a cartoon strip with successive events in sequence side by 
side, beginning with the birth of Telephos and ending with his 
death. Thus, we learn the full story of how Pergamon came to be. 
It begins with the lovely Auge, princess of Tegea in the Greek 
Peloponnese, who served as virgin priestess for the local cult of 
Athena. Her father, King Aleos, had good reason to place his 
daughter in this sacred office: an oracle had prophesied that if 
Auge ever gave birth to a son, he would grow up to kill his 
grandfather’s male heirs. 

Auge had a special role among the plyntrides at Tegea, that is, 
the sacred washers of the goddess’s robes. In this, she mirrors 
Aglauros, princess daughter of King Kekrops at Athens, who 
served among the plyntrides of Athena. One day, when Auge was 
on the banks of a stream washing the robes of the goddess, 
Herakles came by. He seduced the princess, and as always 
happens when gods or demigods make love to mortals, Auge 
immediately conceived. Ashamed of losing her virtue, the 
princess exposed her infant son on the slopes of Mount 


Parthenion, meaning “of the virgin.” In this, we see a parallel to 
King Erechtheus’s daughter Kreousa, who left her baby son, Ion, 
to die in a cave on the north slope of the Acropolis, the very cave 
in which Apollo had made love to her. Telephos is saved from 
exposure by a deer or lioness. Ion is rescued by Hermes, sent by 
Apollo to carry him to Delphi. And so did Ion go on to found the 
Ionian race. Telephos naturally has the chance to father a people, 
too. As the frieze would have it, these are the Attalids of 
Pergamon. Of all the heroes the Pergamenes might have 
appropriated as their founder, and there are many, they chose 
thoughtfully and well. Telephos (“the Wanderer”) embodied both 
their Asiatic roots and their Athenian ambitions. 

The north side of the Telephos frieze depicts the earliest 
chapters in the hero’s life: the story of his parents, their 
impromptu romance, and its aftermath. Having left baby 
Telephos on the mountainside, Auge is sent off to sea in a little 
boat by her father, to hide her shame from the people of Tegea. 
The boat washes up at Mysia on the western shores of Anatolia, 
not far from where the city of Pergamon will be founded. The 
kindly king Teuthras rushes down to the beach and rescues Auge, 
whom he adopts and comes to love as his own daughter. She 
establishes a cult of Athena, brought directly from Tegea, where 
she had formerly been priestess of the goddess. The new cult, 
however, is named for Athena Polias, the same title under which 
Athena was worshipped at Athens. And as first priestess of 
Athena Polias at Pergamon, Auge assumes a role parallel to that 
of the Athenian queen Praxithea. 


Herakles pauses to admire his infant son Telephos, suckled by a lioness. 
Telephos frieze, Pergamon Altar. (illustration credit ill.120) 


Meanwhile, back on Mount Parthenion, the infant Telephos has 
survived, nursed by a lioness. On the north wall of the colonnade, 
we see a panel showing Herakles as he discovers Telephos (facing 
page).74 The beefy hero, leaning on his signature club, dissolves 
into tenderness at the sight of his infant son. The trophy of his 
violent slaying of the Nemean lion, the fearsome skin he wears, 
looks more like a benign blanket draped atop his club. With one 
leg crossed over the other as he watches his boy suckling on the 
teats of the lioness, the hero seems quite undone. (Earliest 
traditions had it that Telephos was suckled by a deer rather than 
by a lioness. But since the deer was sacred to the Gauls, hated 
enemies of the Attalids, the lioness variant was preferred. Of 
course, the lion also has the advantage of close association with 
Herakles’s first labor.) 

Along the eastern wall of the colonnade, we see the wanderings 
of Telephos as a young man. Having consulted the Delphic oracle 
about finding his mother, Telephos is told to travel east to the 
shores of Anatolia. This brings him to Mysia, where he is 
welcomed by the sympathetic king Teuthras, still on his throne. 
The king begs the obviously heroic lad to help him defeat Idas, an 
enemy who threatens to usurp him. Success, Teuthras promises, 


will win Telephos the hand of Princess Auge in marriage. Since 
Auge’s priesthood of Athena Polias was no doubt like the sacred 
office at Athens (on which it is modeled), open to married 
women, it posed no impediment for her proposed nuptials.75 

In the panel showing Telephos and his men welcomed at 
Teuthras’s court, we see figures in Phrygian caps, setting the 
scene in Anatolia. Next come Telephos’s comrades, one of whom 
wears an Athenian helmet, signaling that he hails from the Greek 
mainland. At the far right, we see Telephos himself, in a full- 
muscle cuirass (following page). The hero turns to the right to 
receive a helmet and weapons from Auge, again connecting her 
with Aglauros, for, as we have seen, it is within the sanctuary of 
Aglauros on the Acropolis’s east slope that Athenian ephebes 
received their weapons. At Athens, it was the priestess of 
Aglauros who oversaw the ritual in which young soldiers also 
swore their oath of loyalty. And here, we find Auge enacting this 
same priestly role. 


Telephos as a young warrior wearing breastplate (far right) welcomed in 
Mysia; his comrades (at left) wear Phrygian cap and Attic helmet. Telephos 
frieze, Pergamon Altar. (illustration credit ill.121) 


The remainder of the east frieze is devoted to Telephos in 
battle with Idas’s troops and the aftermath. Returning as a victor, 
Telephos is met by King Teuthras, ready to make good on his 
promise of marriage. Fortunately, mother and son recognize each 
other just in the nick of time, averting an incestuous side story. 
But Telephos does not remain lonely, going on to marry the local 
Amazon queen, Hiera. When Argive Greeks arrive in Mysia, 
having lost their way to the Trojan War, they engage in battle 
with Hiera’s Amazons. The frieze shows Telephos fighting for the 
Amazons against the Greeks. Thus are the Attalids ingeniously 
able to write their founding hero into the scripts of two great 
boundary events we have already seen in the Parthenon metopes: 
the Trojan War and the Amazonomachy. In the Pergamene 
version of the battle with the Amazons, Hiera is killed, and 
Telephos is badly wounded by Achilles. 

Not without justification, it happens. Dionysos had been deeply 
offended when Telephos failed to make sacrifice to him. The god 
retaliated during the battle with the Greeks, causing Telephos’s 
leg to become entangled in the roots of a grapevine, making 
Telephos a sitting duck for Achilles’s lance. The son of Peleus 
wields the special spear the Centaur Chiron had given his father 
as a wedding gift. The wound Achilles inflicts will not heal, and 
Telephos is lamed. 

In great pain, Telephos consults an oracle: only the weapon 
that inflicted the wound, he learns, can heal it. The south frieze 
shows his journey back to the Greek mainland in search of the 
spear that pierced him. He is received at Agamemnon’s palace in 
Argos as a visiting dignitary. Nonetheless, when the king refuses 
to help find the spear, Telephos explodes with rage and grabs his 
infant son, Orestes. The frieze shows Telephos holding the boy 
upside down, about to kill him upon Agamemnon’s household 
altar, until, finally, Chiron’s spear is found. Filings from its tip are 
rubbed into the wounded foot and it heals. 

We next see Telephos returning to Pergamon to become king 
and establish a cult of Dionysos. Thus is the angry god appeased, 
his vendetta against the royal house ended. It is a version of what 
we have observed at Athens, where Poseidon was in constant 
conflict with Athena. Angered by the rejection of his gift of a sea 
spring, the god unleashed earthquakes and floods. Erechtheus, 
however, does not make timely amends. In the play named for 


him, Euripides has Poseidon create a great chasm that swallows 
the king into its depths. It is only when Queen Praxithea 
establishes a new cult of Poseidon-Erechtheus on the Acropolis 
that bygones are bygones. 

The worship of Athena Polias remains the primary cult for both 
Athens and Pergamon. But secondary cults are welcomed in both 
cities to assuage divine hurt feelings. Queen Praxithea and Queen 
Auge serve analogous roles as priestesses of the primary cults of 
Athena Polias. King Erechtheus and King Telephos hold special 
roles as founders of new, secondary cults: that of Poseidon- 
Erechtheus and that of Dionysos Kathegemon, the “God Who 
Leads.” 

The southern wing of the Telephos frieze shows the final 
chapter in Telephos’s story. Reclining on a couch, he is now 
consecrated the founding hero of Pergamon, his recumbent pose 
straight from established formulas for showing Herakles after the 
completion of his labors. Like father, like son, is the unmistakable 
message. The founder at last takes his ease, having traveled so far 
and accomplished so much, having won for his people the world 
to which they are now heirs. 

His final resting place also speaks to following received models 
carefully. Deep within the foundations of the Pergamon Altar are 
the remains of an apsidal building made of andesite blocks dating 
to the time of Attalos I.76 The builders of the altar took evident 
care to respect this subterranean construction. It appears to 
describe a tomb-shrine on the model of those we have seen for 
Pelops at Olympia, Opheltes at Nemea, Melikertes-Palaimon at 
Isthmia, Hyakinthos at Amyklai, and Erechtheus and his 
daughters at Athens. These founders all received cult worship at 
the places where they were believed to have been buried. And so 
the apsidal structure beneath the Pergamon Altar is likely to have 
been just such a hero shrine, for none other than the city’s 
forefather, Telephos.77 The claim proved persuasive: Pausanias 
speaks of those who make sacrifices to Telephos at Pergamon and 
remarks that all hymns sung within the local Asklepieion began 
with mention of Telephos’s name.7s He further states that the 
tomb of Auge could still be seen at Pergamon, a mound of earth 
surrounded by a basement of stone.79 If the example of Athens 
applied, mother and son must have received joint worship on the 
Pergamene citadel. 


The Telephos story not only enabled the Attalid kings to 
integrate themselves into Athenian genealogy and the great 
boundary events of the Amazonomachy and Trojan War. It 
allowed them to acknowledge the fact (or contradiction, at least 
in relation to their being Athenian) of their Asiatic roots as well. 
The name Telephos is, actually, Hittite in origin, from Telepinu, 
which means “Disappearing God.”so0 It certainly befits one who 
wanders from the mountains of Arkadia to the shores of Mysia, to 
Agamemnon’s palace in Argos, and back to Mysia. Telephos’s 
marriage to the Amazon queen Hiera and his fighting beside her 
against the Greeks has a similar effect, squaring the circle of 
being at once Athenian and Asiatic, admitting the Attalid dynasty 
to the mythic narratives common to all mainland Greeks while at 
the same time locating their origins in Anatolia. The exploits of 
Telephos furthermore establish military prowess and piety as two 
of the greatest hallmarks of Attalid rule. With no great “mother 
city” or past to call their own, the Attalid kings could have done 
much worse in a century and a half. 

In their studied self-fashioning, the Attalids went beyond myth 
and mortar to raise the “Athens of the East.” At the very summit 
of their citadel lies a building that has been identified as a 
library, to which they brought all the learning of the ancient 
world home.si In the center of the reading room stood a copy of 
Pheidias’s statue of Athena Parthenos, carved in marble imported 
all the way from Mount Pentelikon.s2 Standing just over 3 meters 
(nearly 10 feet) tall, roughly a fourth of the size of the original, 
this local copy served to remind the city of its aspirations, calling 
all Pergamenes to the Athenian ideal, the virtue that Plato 
describes as to kalliston, all that is most noble. 

The Attalids went so far as to organize their own Panathenaic 
festival. The feast is mentioned in a letter sent by Eumenes I to 
the people of Pergamon, dated around 260-245 B.c.s3 The king 
recommends that at the next Panathenaia the people should 
award gold crowns to five generals (strategoi) who have 
performed their duties in an exemplary manner. A series of 
bronze festival coins minted by the Pergamene sanctuary of 
Athena Nikephoros in the second century B.c. commemorated the 
occasion.s4 These show the head of Athena on the obverse and, 
on the reverse, an inscription: ATHENA NIKEPHOROU, “of Athena Who 
Brings Victory.” Beside the inscription, we find, of course, the 


little owl. 

The emulation of Athens may have been nowhere as pervasive 
or intense as at Pergamon, but the practice continued well 
beyond the twilight of that kingdom, into the Roman imperial 
period. At the very center of the Athenian Agora, one sees today 
three great stone figures rising up from their pilasters. These are 
the Tritones, mythical descendants of the sea serpent Triton, slain 
by Herakles: human from the waist up, seaweed sprouting from 
just below their hips, coiling fish-tailed bodies from the waist 
down. Their torsos show the flamboyant musculature observed in 
the akroteria Tritones from the Pergamon Altar and, indeed, in 
male figures all across its Gigantomachy frieze. But the Agora 
Tritones take their immediate inspiration from a model much 
closer to home: the figure of Poseidon from the Parthenon’s west 
pediment (insert this page, right). 

Shown subjugated as captives, bound and in pain, the three 
figures are, in fact, all that is left of a series of Tritones and 
Giants that once decorated a stoa attached to the facade of a 
music hall. But this sculpture is not the handiwork of Athenians 
or even admiring Pergamene craftsmen. The covered auditorium 
(odeion) was built by the Roman general Agrippa in the first 
century B.C. After its collapse during the reign of the emperor 
Antoninus Pius in the mid-second century it was rebuilt as a 
lecture hall.ss The Tritones date to this later phase. 

The pilasters supporting the Tritones are decorated with 
sculptured relief panels showing quintessential symbols of 
Athena: the olive tree and sacred snake.ss And these same 
symbols can be seen in the Provincial Forum at Emerita Augusta, 
modern Mérida, in Spain. The marketplace, set up in about A.D. 
50, was decorated with sculptured images of the Erechtheion 
karyatids and Medousa heads, drawn from the classical Athenian 
repertoire. One marble relief shows an olive tree, the sacred 
snake, and three birds.s7 The Roman legions that accompanied 
Augustus and Agrippa to Athens were clearly impressed with the 
city’s monuments and aspired to re-create them back in their 
home cities, as far afield as Spain, if not quite with an ardor to 
rival Pergamon. Of course, Athenian models were regularly 
copied at Rome itself. Mark the Erechtheion karyatids reproduced 
in the Forum of Augustus and at Hadrian’s villa in Tivoli.ss 

Likewise, Roman provincial coinage placed the image of the 


Athenian Acropolis in the hands of individuals far from Athens. 
Issued around A.D. 120-150, the bronze coins show the cave of 
Pan on the north slope of the Acropolis, the staircase leading up 
to the Propylaia, a gabled temple that represents the Erechtheion, 
and, towering above all, the colossal statue of the Bronze 
Athena.so If only by scale of production, the Roman Empire 
propagated images of Athens farther and wider than any force 
before or since. Still, there is more to appropriating a culture than 
copying its iconography or even insinuating oneself in its mythic 
foundations. 


THE ATTALID KINGS did much more than re-create the city of their 
“college days.” In a Platonic sense, they did not imitate mere 
appearance, as Plato said that artists did, but rather they looked 
to the reality of the object they copied, as carpenters 
contemplated the idea of a couch or table when building a new 
one. In his rejection of mimesis in book 10 of the Republic, Plato 
derides poets, who, as captives to their own inspiration, merely 
imitate that which appeals to the senses, never arriving at truth, 
the province of philosophers.co The Attalid princes, having 
studied at Athens, were not about to make such a mistake. Far 
from creating a copy that was the sum of its copied parts, they 
seem to have visualized an idea that was Athens and modeled 
their city accordingly. Beyond amassing more than 200,000 
scrolls for their great library, or importing Pentelic marble for 
their replica of Athena Parthenos, the Pergamenes wanted to re- 
create the very spirit of the ideal society they found in the 
Athenian model. Toward this end they adopted certain codes of 
behavior, including impeccable military discipline and a desire 
for harmonious transfer of power at times of leadership 
transition. The Attalid succession, the process by which Attalos I 
assured that his sons would follow him in turn without strife, is in 
its orderliness a model of Athenian politeia and an exception in 
the world of Hellenistic monarchies, riddled as they were with 
intrigue and murder. 

And so the princes of Pergamon fulfilled the imitation of 
Athens that Perikles had envisioned in his famous funeral oration 
nearly three hundred years earlier: “We do not copy our 
neighbors, but are an example to them.”91 


Of course, there is an element of Athenian experience of which 
Pergamon, a monarchy, like Rome, an empire, could not avail 
itself. What the Athenians’ greatest temple, especially the frieze 
encircling it, most passionately attests is the secret to Athenian 
democracy: the idea that no life was above any other or the 
common good. Recognition of the sacrifice of Erechtheus’s 
daughter as the subject matter of the frieze unveils a rich system 
of references manifesting the paramount importance of group 
solidarity at Athens, especially in times of crisis. It was this 
particular sense of community, of belonging and its privileges, 
that made Athenian citizenship so enviable. More than anything 
else, this was the essence of the enduring Athenian identity, 
which bound generation after generation to it. And while this 
solidarity did not lead inevitably to democracy, that utterly new 
social arrangement could not have worked in Athens without it. 

We must not lose sight of the fact that the Parthenon celebrates 
demokratia in ancient Athenian terms, not those of our time. 
Where democracies today pride themselves on the separation of 
religion from the state, no such distinction could have existed in 
ancient Athens, where myth, religion, and politeia interwove 
seamlessly. And while modern democracy claims its superiority to 
other systems on the basis of being a guarantor of individual 
rights and freedoms, in the classical version emphasis fell solidly 
on the common good and the sacrifice of individual interests for 
its sake. 

Not that the individual, apart from the truly heroic, counted for 
much elsewhere in the Greek world, certainly not in militarist 
Sparta, where it was the good of the polis itself, rather than the 
collective well-being of the people, that mattered. The idea of a 
sacred responsibility to one’s fellows, of willing self-sacrifice for 
the common good, was, like democracy, an utterly revolutionary 
notion in the fifth century B.c. The Athenians had in effect revised 
the concept of heroism: the Homeric hero fought and died to 
assert his own individual prowess and so that his name might 
gloriously outlive those of all others. The Athenian hero, in 
contrast, fought and died to save his fellow citizens. And they 
would have done likewise for him. The common good took 
precedence over self-interest during civil crises as well, during, 
for instance, the plague of 430 B.c., when, rather than fleeing the 
city, many Athenians stayed behind to nurse the sick, risking 


their own lives.92 

In Euripides’s Erechtheus, Queen Praxithea gives utterance, as 
we have seen, to these noble but strange ideas—so strange 
Lykourgos fears they are in danger of being forgotten by the time 
he quotes them in Against Leokrates: 


The city as a whole has one name but many dwell in it. Is it 
right for me to destroy all these when it is possible for me to 
give one child to die on behalf of all? 


The ruin of one person’s house is of less consequence and 
brings less grief than that of the whole city. 


I hate women who choose life for their children rather than 
the common good, or urge cowardice. 


Is it not better that the whole be saved by one of us doing 
our part? 


Not for one life will I refuse to save our city. 
Euripides, Erechtheus F 360.10-50 Kannicht = Lykourgos, 
Against Leokrates 100 93 


At the very heart of Athenian democracy, then, lies the 
conviction that no single life, even a royal one, should be set 
above the lives of the many. In the first century, John’s Gospel 
will define the zenith of love this way: “Greater love has no one 
than this, that he lay down his life for his friends” (15:13). That 
this notion of self-sacrifice as love, which sounds to us so 
familiar, should have been subscribed to at Athens 450 years 
before Christ is hugely significant, revealing how a trust in one’s 
fellow citizens allowed rule by the people to endure, even 
through crises such as only the most authoritarian state could 
have otherwise survived. 

Democracy in its various forms has ever since remained, at 
bottom, a balance between the individual’s obligations to the 
community and the community’s responsibilities toward the 
individual. The latter, though less celebrated, was not ignored at 
Athens. For two hundred years, the radical Athenian experiment 
was sustained in no small part by voluntary contributions made 
by well-off citizens to support those who had nothing.o4 At the 


same time, an ethos of self-restraint and respect for the law, and, 
above all, genuine concern for other Athenians—high or low, 
they were descended from the same exalted stock—ensured the 
balance. In this way, the fabric of society was as well considered 
as the peplos of the goddess. Ironically, it is the management of 
this balance, the quintessential Athenian value, that has most 
severely challenged contemporary democracies, the would-be 
heirs of Athens, in our time. 


EPILOGUE 


And now, with gleams of half-extinguished thought, 
With many recognitions dim and faint, 
And somewhat of a sad perplexity, 
The picture of the mind revives again. 
—worbswortH, “Lines Composed a Few Miles 
Above Tintern Abbey, on Revisiting the Banks 
of the Wye During a Tour,” July 13, 1798 


TO REVISIT MONUMENTS in our memories, experiencing them across 
occasions within the times of our lives, is to revive the “picture of 
the mind,” as Wordsworth put it. It is difficult enough, conjuring 
up what we have once seen with our own eyes and how we saw 
it. How much more difficult it is to look back at antiquity, 
through the veils and filters that separate us from it. Whether our 
understanding of the ancient past bears any resemblance to the 
experience of those who lived in it remains an open question. 

In these pages we have had occasion to consider some 
individual encounters with our subject from across the ages: 
Sokrates, whom Plato’s dialogue places on the banks of the 
Ilissos; Pausanias’s tour of the Sacred Rock; Cyriacos’s highly 
original drawings of the Parthenon’s facade; Evliya Celebi’s 
fantastical account of its menagerie of sculptured figures; Francis 
Vernon’s meticulous measuring of the temple; Lawrence Alma- 
Tadema’s innovative rendering of the frieze in color; Eugene 
Andrews’s acrobatic and painstaking efforts to obtain squeezes of 
the Parthenon Inscription; Isadora Duncan’s ecstatic dance within 
its colonnade. To these, let us add one more: Virginia Woolf, who 
had two encounters, the first on her 1906 tour, the second in 
1932. On the latter trip, she wrote: 


What can I say about the Parthenon—that my own ghost met 
me, the girl of 23, with all her life to come: that; & then, this 


is more compact & splendid & robust than I remembered. 
The yellow pillars—how shall I say? gathered, grouped, 
radiating there on the rock, against the most violent 
sky ... The Temple like a ship, so vibrant, taut, sailing, 
though still all these ages. It is larger than I remembered, & 
better held together ... Now I’m 50 ... now I’m grey haired & 
well through with life I suppose I like the vital, the flourish 
in the face of death. 

The Diary of Virginia Woolf, April 21, 19321 


It may seem strange that the Parthenon should have appeared 
larger the second time, where most things, particularly those seen 
in youth, tend to appear shrunken on revisiting. The Parthenon 
was, in fact, physically larger when Woolf viewed it for the 
second time, thanks to reconstruction work undertaken by a civil 
engineer named Nikolaos Balanos from 1922 to 1933.2 Balanos’s 
restoration of the temples north and south peristyles, its 
southeast cornice and west façade, complete with a new lintel of 
reinforced concrete, radically altered the monument’s visual 
impact. The raising of the north and south colonnades reunited 
the east and west ends of the Parthenon for the first time since its 
devastation by Venetian cannon fire in 1687. This, surely, 
accounts for Woolfs impression that the temple had got larger. 
Still, she was acutely aware that her age and the approach of 
mortality had also altered her perception of the building. Time so 
alters our experience of the visual that no two viewings are ever 
quite the same. 

And so, as each generation visits, and revisits, the Parthenon, 
the monument is apprehended differently, based on the contexts 
in which viewers have lived and the cultures that have informed 
the ways they see and think.; Many of us today share something 
of Woolfs experience, having seen one Parthenon in our youth 
and another one “better held together” in our adult years. The 
past thirty years of conservation work on the Athenian Acropolis 
have given us a stronger and more accurately restored Parthenon. 
The lion’s share of this effort has been devoted to reversing the 
“improvements” of Balanos, those very interventions that made 
Woolf's “second” Parthenon appear sturdier. Balanos’s extensive 
use of mild steel clamps and ties to connect the crumbling blocks 
unwittingly caused further damage to a building that had already 


suffered fire, explosion, weathering, and wear. He neglected to 
cover his steel reinforcements in lead, as the ancient Greeks had 
been careful to do with the original wrought-iron clamps that 
fastened the blocks together. This oversight made the marble all 
the more vulnerable to the elements. Unprotected steel inevitably 
rusts and, with this, it expands, leading catastrophically to further 
splitting and deterioration of the stone. 

In 1971, the Greek Ministry of Culture called for the creation of 
a task force to address these issues, establishing the Working 
Group for the Preservation of the Acropolis Monuments. Five 
years later, this evolved into the Committee for the Conservation 
of the Acropolis Monuments, a group still in place to this day.4 
Among the many interventions undertaken by the Acropolis 
Restoration Service since 1986 is the removal of Balanos’s steel 
clamps, now replaced with corrosion-proof titanium rods and ties. 
Each block of the Parthenon has undergone meticulous autopsy, 
having been cleaned, scanned, and photographed from every 
angle and, where necessary, restored with infilling of freshly cut 
Pentelic marble and white portland cement. Errors in earlier 
reconstructions have been corrected, blocks have been put back 
in their original positions, and newly hewn stones have been 
introduced where structurally necessary (facing page).5 For the 
first time in centuries, we now see a more robust and authentic 
Parthenon, truer to its original construction and, yes, “larger...& 
better held together.” 

This process of taking down the Parthenon and putting it back 
up, block by block, has revealed a wealth of new information 
about the materials, tools, techniques, and engineering that went 
into its original construction. Manolis Korres (this page), head of 
the Parthenon Restoration Project for three decades and a 
member of the Committee for the Conservation of the Acropolis 
Monuments, has opened for us a whole new understanding of just 
how the Parthenon was built. He has explained the methods for 
quarrying and conveying marble blocks down the slopes of Mount 
Pentelikon to Athens, the process known as the lithagogia, or 
“stone transporting.”s6 He has identified changes in plan and 
decoration made during the building’s construction as well as the 
fact that the Parthenon’s Ionic frieze originally wrapped all the 
way around its eastern porch. He has reconstructed the original 
appearance of the building’s roof and walls, including the two 


windows that flanked its entrance on the east. He has identified 
the fire damage from Roman times and the traces of the 
Parthenon’s transformations into church, cathedral, and mosque 
during the Byzantine, Frankish, and Ottoman periods. Korres has 
even been able to map the trajectory of the cannon fire of 1687 
that blew apart the insides of the Parthenon, documenting the 
effects of this blast on individual blocks of marble.7 


Parthenon during reconstruction work, from east, 1987. (illustration credit 
ill.122) 


What emerges is a whole new way of seeing and understanding 
the Parthenon across the centuries. The new Acropolis Museum, 
opened in June 2009, displays for the first time a wealth of 
contextual material excavated from atop the Acropolis as well as 
from the wells, tombs, shrines, houses, and foundries sited down 
its slopes. The museum presents the materiality of the Acropolis 
from the Neolithic period through late antiquity, giving in-depth, 
up-close access to objects and images, grand and everyday, sacred 
and utilitarian, familiar and foreign to us.s In so many ways, we 
stand at a new beginning in Acropolis studies, one in which we 
can take a fresh look at expertly conserved objects, displayed in 
spacious, light-drenched galleries that enable us to see with new 
eyes. It is a moment for looking forward as well as for reassessing 


that which we believed in the past. 


Manolis Korres atop the northeast cornice of the Parthenon, 1986. (illustration 
credit ill.123) 


This new context and the fuller picture it gives us of the 
ancient reality also make it possible as never before to challenge 
even the most fundamental orthodoxies of interpretation. The 
accidents of survival in the evidence that comes down to us, the 
ways in which the “winners” shape the lasting story we receive 
(regardless of whether it was ever true), the biases of time and 
culture that heighten and obscure what we regard as vital, the 
power of personal and cultural memory in shading our 
comprehension of the “facts”’—all these elements conspire to 
render our constructions of the past at best spectral and 
approximate. When the object of scrutiny is as beautiful and 
iconic as the Parthenon, a monument onto which meanings have 
been projected across two millennia, it is all the more difficult to 
see it with “ancient eyes.” 


THE TENACITY OF the received wisdom has been especially true 
respecting the Parthenon frieze, entrenching an interpretation 
first offered nearly 230 years ago. But thanks to more than three 


decades of work by the Acropolis Restoration Service, the time is 
ripe for the re- assessment of old views that have evolved into 
dogma. 

Why has the meaning of the Parthenon frieze been obscured for 
so long? First and foremost we can cite the shortcomings of the 
available source material that represents just a fraction of what 
originally existed.o To this, we can add the influence of cultural 
sensibilities that have rendered the theme of virgin sacrifice 
unbearable to imagine on a building regarded as the “icon of 
Western art,” the embodiment of democracy itself. Post-antique 
societies have been repelled by the idea of human sacrifice. 
Indeed, all major contemporary world religions place prohibitions 
on its practice. Relegated to the realm of the barbaric, 
uncivilized, and “primitive,” it is a practice long regarded as 
something others do, particularly others who are the enemy. Yet 
vestigial evidence for human sacrifice can be found in the 
prehistory of every land on earth. Myth, folklore, and 
archaeological evidence attest to the practice of human sacrifice 
in prehistoric Europe, Africa, Asia, the Americas, and the Pacific 
Islands.10 Indeed, we find reference to it in our oldest surviving 
religious texts, including the Indian Vedas.11 

To recoil at the thought of an act as “barbaric” as human 
sacrifice displayed above the door of the Parthenon may also be a 
result of viewing it, mistakenly, in the secularized terms of 
Western civic life, rather than as a religious building primarily. 
We might ask, what Christian church does not show a scene of 
human sacrifice above its door? The crucifixion of Christ, 
moreover, follows a very familiar pattern: kingly father gives 
beloved child to save populace. 

The ultimate sacrifice, in which a precious child is given for the 
common good, is in fact central in many world religions, just as it 
is in global myth and folklore. In the Hebrew Bible’s book of 
Judges we learn that Jephthah must sacrifice his daughter in 
fulfillment of a vow he made to God.12 In the book of Genesis we 
find God testing Abraham’s faith, asking him to sacrifice his 
beloved son, Isaac. Abraham obediently leads the boy to the top 
of Mount Moriah, wholly prepared to kill him. But the willingness 
is sacrifice enough: stopping the deed just in the nick of time, the 
Lord says to Abraham, “Now I know that you fear God.”i3 A ram 
is substituted for Isaac and the burned offering proceeds, 


following a pattern that is also found in Greek myth. We see, for 
example, a deer substituted for Iphigeneia as she is led to 
sacrifice upon the altar at Aulis.14 

That classical Athens should have a story of sacrifice, death, 
and salvation at the heart of its founding myth makes perfect 
sense in the context of a long myth tradition of maiden sacrifice 
in times of crisis. There are other cross-cultural continuities as 
well. The two eldest daughters of King Erechtheus, shown on the 
Parthenon’s east frieze, carry their funerary shrouds on stools 
upon their heads (this page). The youngest, with the help of her 
father, displays the funeral dress that she is about to put on. The 
central panel thus also follows the formula of sacrificial victims 
shown carrying the implements of their own sacrifice. Isaac is 
regularly portrayed transporting upon his back the wooden sticks 
with which the altar fire will be lit. In the Gospels, Jesus Christ 
carries the cross to which he will be nailed. This imagery makes 
implicit that the victim submits, wittingly or not, to be killed. The 
daughters of Erechtheus on the Parthenon frieze need not be 
dragged to the sacrifice required to save their city. Their 
willingness, in turn, sets the civic example, just as Jesus’s willing 
death on the cross sets the moral example: “No one has greater 
love than this.” In this way, the Athenians made self-sacrifice as 
essential a part of to kalliston and the democratic ideal as the 
Christian Church made it requisite for entry into the kingdom of 
heaven. “For whoever would save his life will lose it, and 
whoever loses his life for my sake will find it” (Matthew 16:25). 

It should not be forgotten that the Parthenon served as a 
Christian church for slightly longer than it was a temple of 
Athena, at least from the mid-sixth century A.D. until the conquest 
by the Ottoman Turks in 1458.15 The long practice of Christianity 
within its walls may have erased any memory of the sacrificial 
scene carved above the Parthenon’s eastern door. In fact, the 
sculptured panel showing the family of Erechtheus was taken 
down to accommodate the apse at the time of the conversion 
(facing page). The central slab of the east frieze would remain 
hidden until Elgin’s day, built into an Acropolis fortification wall. 
Christianity might have pushed back against any remnant of the 
“pagan” myth of the sacrifice of Erechtheus’s daughters, a 
distraction from the salvific sacrifice of Christ. We know that the 
Christians defaced other Parthenon sculptures in an attempt to 


mitigate their heathen message. On the other hand, they left one 
metope, at the very northwest corner of the temple, completely 
untouched, because it resembled, to their eyes, the angel Gabriel 
appearing to the Virgin Mary at the Annunciation.16 


i ca 


Reconstruction drawing of the Parthenon as church in the twelfth century, 
showing east end with apse, by M. Korres. (illustration credit ill.124) 


IN CONCLUDING OUR LOOK AT the Parthenon, let us consider the 
question of how, generally, conventional wisdom comes to be 
established as fact. Indeed, how does “knowledge” get made? 
Helpful in this regard is Joel Mokyr’s important work on the 
“knowledge economy,” in which he lays out ways of thinking 
about resistance to new ideas. Mokyr demonstrates how 
knowledge is a self-organizing system that can be explained in 
Darwinian terms. Like genes, ideas are subject to a kind of 
natural selection. Unless innovations are advantageous, 
knowledge systems resist change and favor self-replication, 
rejecting novelty and deviations from accepted norms. Thus, 
contradictory knowledge has few “reproductive opportunities.”17 
“In the evolution of useful knowledge,” Mokyr writes, 
“resistance to novelty comes from the preconceptions of existing 
practitioners who have been trained to believe in certain 
conceptions they regard ... as axiomatic.”1s Mokyr cites a number 


of famous examples: Tycho Brahe’s denial of the Copernican 
system, Einstein’s resistance to quantum theory, Priestley’s refusal 
to give up belief in phlogiston, von Liebig’s denial of Pasteur’s 
proof that fermentation was a biological and not a chemical 
process. Despite Edward Jenner’s discovery, in 1796, of the 
vaccination reaction, it took another century and the triumph of 
germ theory for his work to be accepted. Indeed, when he applied 
to the Royal Society to announce his findings, Jenner was told 
not to risk his reputation by presenting anything that appeared so 
much at variance with established knowledge. 19 

In the case of the Parthenon frieze, I believe that two 
developments in the first half of the nineteenth century might, in 
their own ways, have contributed to the narrowing of debate over 
how we view its sculptures and the building they were set on. 
Together these two forces account for much of the tenacity of the 
conventional wisdom. 

A mere two months following the official announcement of the 
invention of the daguerreotype photographic process, in October 
1839, an Excursion Daguerrienne set out for the Athenian 
Acropolis. On this expedition, Pierre G. G. Joly de Lotbiniére shot 
the first daguerreotype of the Parthenon (this page).20 One cannot 
imagine how many millions of photographs of the temple have 
been taken since. Indeed, for most people, the first and only 
introduction to the monument will be through photographs, film, 
or digital images. 


1839, in Excursions daguerriennes 


ére, 
(1841-42). (illustration credit ill.125) 
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Daguerreotype, P. G. G. Joly de Lotbini 


Frédéric Boissonnas photographing the Parthenon, at northwest corner, 1907. 
(illustration credit ill.126) 


Socratis Mavrommatis photographing the Parthenon, 1988. (illustration credit 
ill.127) 


Over the next century and a half, photographers flocked to the 
Acropolis, striving ever harder to capture the Parthenon’s vaunted 
magnificence. There were no lengths to which they would not go, 
however precarious, to get the perfect shot. From Frédéric 
Boissonnas’s extraordinary series of images taken in the first 
decade of the twentieth century (previous page, top) to Socratis 
Mavrommatis’s expert documentation of the Acropolis restoration 
over the past thirty years (previous page, bottom), the 
reproduction of the Parthenon through photography has made 
the image impenetrably iconic.21 It became, as it would remain, 
whatever these countless images seemed to suggest. That it might 
not correspond to an understanding reinforced by that endless 
reproduction would be akin to suggesting that the Mona Lisa is 
not actually smiling. 

One can hardly escape our modern notions of what visual 
images are for: documenting the present or what is. But revisionist 
work on the function of images in Greek antiquity has stressed a 
rather different role: to enable viewers to see what was no longer 
visible, that is, the mythical days of the legendary past.22 There 
was no need for images of what could be seen by the human eye. 


Their primary role was, instead, to restore a time and a world 
that were lost, and thereby to make the past present. Once we 
engage with this ancient way of thinking, we can appreciate its 
internal logic. Looking at ancient images not as snapshots of 
contemporary reality but as windows onto the remote past, we 
come closer to the experience of how the ancients themselves 
looked at them. And we see how certain interpretations, however 
long-standing, become implausible. 

The second development of the past two centuries has been the 
stress placed on the civic and political content of the frieze at the 
expense of its mytho-religious aspect. The reinforced association 
of Parthenonian style with our notion of democratic government 
has been relentless. But the fact that our banks and post offices 
(and the U.S. Custom House on Wall Street in New York, seen on 
facing page) may look like Greek temples is no reason to 
conclude that Greek temples themselves were decorated with 
secular iconography drawn from the historical present. 
Nevertheless, the identification of the Parthenon with modern 
Western ideals was so intense by the nineteenth century it was 
impossible for some to resist the impulse to carry away and take 
possession of the icon, or at least parts of it, which is precisely 
what happened. 

By the time the little mosque was removed from the Parthenon 
in the 1840s, Thomas Bruce, seventh Earl of Elgin, in his role as 
British ambassador to the Ottoman court at Constantinople, had 
long perpetrated his own, far more notorious removal, managing 
to cut most of the sculptures from the temple, pack them up, and 
ship them to England.23 Whether Elgin secured permission from 
Sultan Selim III is contested to this day.24 What is clear is that 
Elgin took the sculptures at a time when the Greeks were under 
Turkish occupation and not in control of their country. Whatever 
favors the sultan may have granted Elgin were given largely 
because England was the enemy of the Ottomans’ enemy, France. 

By August 1800, Elgin had assembled a team of artists to draw, 
mold, and measure the Acropolis monuments. He himself would 
remain in Constantinople for the next year and a half, leaving 
supervision of the work to a twenty-nine-year-old chaplain at the 
British embassy, the Reverend Philip Hunt, and the Italian 
landscape painter Giovanni Battista Lusieri. The team had 
difficulties gaining entry to the Acropolis, which served as a 


military installation at the time. For six months they occupied 
themselves drawing monuments in and around Athens. To get on 
with their mission, they would need an official letter from the 
Ottoman court. A document of authorization, or firman, is said to 
have been issued in May 1801. Its terms were, apparently, too 
vague, and so Hunt asked for a second, more specific firman, said 
to have been issued on July 6 of that year. This document does 
not survive; indeed, it was not to be found even in 1816 when the 
British Museum’s Select Committee held an inquiry into the 
possible purchase of the Parthenon sculptures from Elgin. All that 
we have today is an Italian translation of an “official letter” 
outlining the permissions granted to Elgin, the same document 
that was shown to the Select Committee by Hunt in 1816. It is 
signed not by the sultan but by Sejid Abdullah Kaimmecam, the 
kaimakam pasha (acting grand vizier), and is addressed to the 
qadi (chief justice) and the voivode (civil governor) of Athens. 


U.S. Custom House, New York, 1833-1842. Ithiel Town and Alexander Jackson 
Davis, architects. (illustration credit ill.128) 


Formerly in the possession of William St. Clair, this letter has 
now been purchased by the British Museum. It states that Elgin’s 
team may freely enter and leave the Acropolis, “to view, 
contemplate, and also draw the images.” They are given further 
permission for “setting up scaffolding round the ancient temple of 
the Idols, and with moulding in lime paste (that is plaster) the 


same ornaments, and visible figures, in measuring the remains of 
other ruined buildings, and in undertaking to dig, according to 
need, the foundations to find the inscribed blocks, which may 
have been preserved in the rubble.” The firman further ensures 
that no one should meddle with their scaffolding or implements 
and that “when they wish to take away some pieces of stone with 
old inscriptions, and figures,” no opposition should be made.25 

There is no explicit mention of permission to cut sculptures off 
the Parthenon. Interestingly, a letter from Mary Nisbet, the 
Countess of Elgin, to her mother on July 9, 1801, similarly fails to 
mention any such authorization. Lady Elgin expresses delight 
with the second firman and its permissions, which include “to 
copy and model everything” on the Acropolis, “to erect scaffolds 
all around the Temple, to dig and discover all the ancient 
foundations, and to bring away any marbles that may be deemed 
curious by their having inscriptions on them.”26 

Elgin, his wife, and his agents seem to have taken an expansive 
view of their permit. Much of the removal and packing of the 
sculptures for transport to England occurred in the spring of 
1802, when Elgin himself was away from Athens. Lady Elgin 
stayed behind and oversaw the operations. She did so with 
particular zeal. After all, it was her family fortune that was 
financing the ambitious program. Her letters to Elgin lend color 
to the final days of packing up the marbles: 


24th of May, 1802, 

11 o’clock at night. 

Now for some news that will please you. I have got another 
large case packed up this day—a long piece of the Basso 
Relievo from the Temple of Minerva—I forget the proper 
term. So I have by my management, got on board four 
immense long heavy packages, and tomorrow the Horse’s 
Head, etc. etc. is to be carefully packed up and sent on 
board; this is all that is ready for going. If there were twenty 
ships here, nothing more could be sent for some time—the 
last two cases is entirely my doing and I feel proud, Elgin! 


One senses the insecurity and eagerness to please in this 
twenty-four-year-old wife, already pregnant with her third child. 
It cannot have been easy for her; indeed, we are told that Elgin’s 


many absences caused her so much stress that she suffered 
asthma attacks, for which she took opium pills.27 Still, her 
desperation for approval makes painful reading. 


Tuesday 25th of May 

Know that besides the five cases I have already told you of, I 
have prevailed on Captain Hoste to take three more; two are 
already on board, and the third will be taken when he 
returns from Corinth. How I have fag[gled to get all this 
done, do you love me better for it, Elgin? 

I am now satisfied of what I always thought—which is 
how much more Women can do if they set about it, than 
Men. I will lay any bet that had you been here you would 
not have got half so much on board as I have. 


His Lordship seems to have done too little to comfort his wife or 
to make her feel appreciated. 


Give me credit for my exertion dearest Elgin for I have been 
very anxious to do as much as possible ... I love you with all 
my heart. Oh, never let us part again.2s 


It was not meant to be: five years later, Lord Elgin would begin 
divorce proceedings against Mary for adultery, winning sole 
custody of their five children. 

From the moment the sculptures were taken down from the 
Parthenon, there was public outcry. The British naturalist, 
mineralogist, and historian Edward Daniel Clarke gives an 
eyewitness account of the lowering of a metope in August 1801. 
He observes that “removed from their original setting the 
Parthenon marbles have lost all their excellence!”29 As the 
metope was hoisted down, the rigging dislodged an adjoining 
block that fell to the ground, smashing with a thunderous noise. 
Clarke tells us that upon seeing this, the disdar (local military 
governor) could no longer restrain his emotions. He took his pipe 
from his mouth, let a tear fall, and uttered, with an emphatic 
tone, “Te-los (The end! Enough!).” The artist Edward Dodwell, 
also on hand, wrote of the experience: “During my first tour to 
Greece, I had the inexorable mortification of being present when 
the Parthenon was despoiled of its finest sculptures; and when 


some of its architectural members were thrown to the ground.” 
Even Chateaubriand piled on, charging Elgin with sacrilege. 30 

Lord Byron expressed his famous outrage initially in the poem 
The Curse of Minerva (1811), immortalizing the sin of Elgin thus: 
“England owns him not: Athena, no! thy plunderer was a Scot.” 
The following year, the poet published his full-blown attack in 
Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, devoting much of the second canto to 
the atrocities of the pillage.31 Within three days, the book sold 
out, going to press another four times before the end of that year 
—a nineteenth-century blockbuster. All of England now knew 
what Elgin had done to the Parthenon: “Dull is the eye that will 
not weep to see / Thy walls defac’d, thy mouldering shrines 
remov’d / By British hands.” 

Since Byron’s day, there has never been a time when the 
removal of the Parthenon sculptures has not been considered 
controversial. 


ONE CAN ONLY WONDER what the experience of visiting the 
Parthenon will hold in future years. Will one ever see the 
Parthenon sculptures returned to Athens, reunited with what 
Elgin left behind? Indeed, more than 60 percent of them are 
scattered across Europe, mostly in London, but also in Paris, 
Copenhagen, Vienna, Wiirzburg, Palermo, the Vatican, and 
Munich. 

I hope that by now I have demonstrated that the Parthenon 
sculptural program is an integral part of a complex network of 
meanings in which geology, landscape, topography, memory, 
myth, art, literature, history, religion, and politeia are intricately 
interwoven. The sculptures, then, cannot properly be separated 
out from this system and made to stand alone, fetishized as 
masterpiece objets d’art. Indeed, they were never meant to be 
independent movable objects but part of a building, one that still 
stands in the center of Athens. 

They are architectural elements of a religious structure, the 
temple of Athena, which itself fits into a religious system, a 
program of belief and ritual that formed the very fabric of life in 
the ancient city. Pediments, metopes, and frieze are in intimate 
dialogue with one another. Queen Praxithea, shown on the east 
frieze, is the nymph daughter of the river Kephisos shown on the 


west pediment. The succession myths of Athens play out on the 
pediments and frieze, while cosmic and epic boundary events are 
manifest in the metopes. The sculptures thus derive their original 
and essential meaning from their immediate context of one 
another, the sanctuary they share, and the city for which they 
were created. Apart from one another they are merely relics, 
however finely wrought. 

The very stone the makers used emerged from Mount 
Pentelikon itself. Purposefully quarried from there and cut into 
blocks, the marble was transported to Athens and carried up to 
the Acropolis. Thus, the Parthenon’s parts may be said to spring 
from the very geology of Attica. 

The wholeness of the Parthenon demands our respect and 
warrants our every effort to reunify it, such as we can. Let us, for 
a moment, consider the state of the central figures of the west 
pediment. Poseidon’s shoulders are held in London while his 
pectoral and abdominal muscles remain in Athens. Athena’s 
battered head, neck, and right arm are displayed in the new 
Acropolis Museum while her right breast remains in the British 
Museum. This deliberate and sustained dismemberment of what 
are some of the most sublime images ever carved by humankind 
brings shame on those who work to uphold this state of affairs. 

Angelos Chaniotis has recently likened the separation of the 
Parthenon sculptures to the breaking up of an exquisite 
symphony, never to be performed as a complete whole.32 He 
invites us to imagine that a lost symphony by Tchaikovsky has 
been discovered. Suppose the score’s manuscript was then torn 
apart and sold to various collectors. And suppose, further, that 
one of the collectors refused to let “his” sheets of music be 
performed with the others, preventing the experience of the 
composition as a whole. 

Chaniotis asserts that this would seem an absurdity beyond 
imagination were not the British Museum taking just such a stand 
with respect to the Parthenon sculptures. The museum is adamant 
that “its” fragments of the marbles should not be displayed with 
the rest of the pieces in Athens; to do so, they say, would prevent 
visitors in London from comparing the marbles with other 
specimens of world art. Chaniotis calls into question this 
privileging of an institution’s mission as a “universal museum” 
over the integrity of the ancient work of art itself. 


Our intellectual and humanistic objective should be to 
reassemble as much of the original Parthenon as possible and as 
near as is feasible to its original physical context, that is, the 
Athenian Acropolis. The new Acropolis Museum at the south 
slope of the Sacred Rock is situated to do precisely this, or could 
do, if it were allowed. 

It was long argued that the sculptures could not go back to 
Athens because the Greeks lacked a proper place to house them. 
(Never mind what we know about how the fragments were cared 
for in London, thanks to Duveen and others.) This stumbling 
block has been spectacularly overcome by the completion of 
Bernard Tschumi’s new Acropolis Museum, opened in June 
2009.33 Tschumi gives us a bold minimalist design in which 
poured concrete, steel, and glass create a vast open space, 
allowing the material culture of the ancient Acropolis to breathe 
and shine. The installation is fresh and original, filled with 
startling innovations in its use of materials and techniques. 
Among my personal favorites is the novel use of stainless steel as 
a base for supporting a marble column capital from the 
Erechtheion, the steel cast in vertical ribs that evoke the fluting of 
an Ionic column. Stainless steel mesh makes a surprisingly 
effective backdrop for smaller finds, including terra-cotta plaques, 
limestone relief sculptures, and a pair of bronze eyelashes from a 
lost statue.34 It is a welcome alternative to the velvety fabrics 
long used to display antiquities in the airless neoclassical 
museums of Western Europe and the United States, with their 
“encyclopedic” and “universal” claims. In the light that floods 
into the giant hypostyle halls of the new Acropolis Museum, 
sculptures too are shown off to superb advantage. 

The entire museum stands above an archaeological site (dating 
from the fifth century B.c. through the Frankish period), and as 
one makes one’s way up, floor by floor, one can peer through the 
dotted glass underfoot at a rich stratigraphy of context. As one 
looks down through four floors upon entering the uppermost 
gallery (where, it is hoped, the Elgin Marbles will one day be 
displayed along with the rest of the Parthenon sculptures), one’s 
stomach may make a vertiginous flip. It is almost as if the 
architect intentionally manipulated the experience, causing a 
subversive jolt to be felt just before one enters the great hall in 
which the Elgin Marbles are not. Inside, one can look up through 


the wall of glass directly at the Acropolis. The exhibition space is 
exactly the same size and oriented along the same axis as the 
Parthenon, enabling the viewer to experience some sense of its 
scale and placement within Athena’s sanctuary. 

The ingenious design and location of the museum allow one to 
“walk around” the Parthenon and to take in the sculptures as they 
were placed in antiquity, on the exterior of the temple (following 
page, top). What a contrast to the Duveen Gallery at the British 
Museum, where the frieze is displayed outside in, as if intended 
for the courtyard of some latter-day Kroisos (following page, 
bottom). What’s more, the frieze in London is cut up into sections 
interrupted by doorways and voids. This arbitrary segmentation 
has, over the past two hundred years, profoundly affected the 
ways in which the frieze has been read and misread, obscuring its 
character as a continuous narrative. In Athens, one can stand at 
the east end of the hall and view the Parthenon’s east pediment, 
metopes, and frieze all together in one glance. The same can be 
done for the west end and the flanks of the temple, as one 
circumnavigates the gallery. 


IN THE PAST DECADE Or so we have seen a deliberate shift away from 
the nationalist rhetoric of earlier years, at least on the part of the 
Greeks, who have now offered reasonable and creative 
suggestions for overcoming the impasse with the British Museum. 
In 2002, the then minister of culture, Evangelos Venizelos, visited 
England with fresh ideas, declaring that “ownership” of the 
marbles was no longer a key issue. Proposing that the Parthenon 
sculptures travel back to Athens via a long-term loan agreement, 
Venizelos offered in exchange a never-ending rotation of the very 
finest antiquities that Greek museums can offer. Accommodating 
the British insistence on ownership, he even suggested that the 
gallery in which the Parthenon sculptures would be displayed be 
called an “Annex of the British Museum.” His innovative and 
conciliatory offer was rejected out of hand.35 


Parthenon frieze as displayed in the Duveen Gallery, British Museum. 
(illustration credit ill.129) 


Parthenon frieze and casts of missing slabs as displayed in the new Acropolis 
Museum. (illustration credit ill.130) 


Nonetheless, the Greeks continue to employ a light touch. 
Language has been adjusted to call for the “reunification” rather 
than the “restitution” of the marbles. The International 
Association for the Reunification of the Parthenon Sculptures now 


has branches in eighteen countries. A recently adopted slogan 
from one organization supporting return of the marbles asks with 
populist simplicity, “Why not?” In May 2009, forty-five secondary 
school students from Kephalonia in Greece traveled to London to 
demonstrate in front of the British Museum. They employed a 
most ancient and peaceful method of protest: a circle dance. 36 

There is not a world leader who fails to stop on the Acropolis 
for the requisite photo op when visiting Athens. Invariably 
including a call for the return of the Parthenon sculptures, these 
appearances have been taking place for years. Jackie Kennedy, 
wearing pearls and a dress in the brilliant blue of the Greek flag, 
climbed the Acropolis summit way back in June 1961 and made 
the appeal. The Clintons did it in 2002, as did Vladimir Putin 
shortly thereafter. Even Iran’s supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei, lifted his hands to the sky as he stood before the 
Parthenon and called for the marbles to be returned. In October 
2010, the Chinese premier, Wen Jiabao, pledged his support for 
the reunification of the Parthenon sculptures. Standing on the 
summit, he cited the historical parallel of the Summer Palace in 
Beijing, which was looted in 1860 under orders from Elgin’s own 
son, then the high commissioner to China! 37 

In the meantime, we have seen in opposition to such sentiment 
the ideology of “cosmopolitanism” being marshaled to defend the 
interests of the “universal museum.”3s The debate over the 
stewardship of cultural material has been reduced, by some, to a 
tug-of-war between the universalist cosmopolitans and the 
retentionist nationalists. But as Craig Calhoun thoughtfully argues 
in his book Nations Matter, and elsewhere, to regard 
cosmopolitanism as merely the opposite of nationalism does the 
former no service and, at the same time, undermines democracy 
and transnational institutions.39 Cosmopolitanism’s acceptance of 
economistic, modernizing imaginaries ignores the value of social 
solidarity and collective choices in determining the nature of 
society. In transcending issues of identity, it advocates for “thin 
identities,” which come up short as underpinnings for democracy. 
The cosmopolitan global elite’s insistence on a placeless 
universality for cultural objects further ignores the complexities 
of financial interests attending ownership, imbalances of power 
among nations, and class inequality that result in the cultural 
heritage of the poor remaining ever under the control of the rich. 


Nevertheless, sentiments are shifting, even in England. A poll of 
130,000 voters sponsored by The Guardian newspaper in July 
2009 found that 94 percent favor return of the Elgin Marbles. 40 
This might be seen as part of a larger trend that in 2004 moved 
Parliament to pass the Hunting Act, banning that most 
quintessential of elite British pastimes: foxhunting. To many, the 
Elgin Marbles, like foxhunting, represent an overbearing past, one 
not worth hanging on to in a changing world. When even the 
monarchy must actively court public approval to survive, no 
vestige of traditional Britain is sacred. 

Indeed, it has been estimated that less than 9 percent of the 
British public has ever entered the British Museum to look at the 
Elgin Marbles. And even cosmopolitan foot traffic seems not to 
have held up. Visitorship at the new Acropolis Museum, in only 
its first year, far surpassed that at the Duveen Gallery: 2 million, 
as against just 1.3 million who entered the British exhibition. 41 
Some of this may be ascribed to the newness of the new Acropolis 
Museum, but if it can attract such numbers with only 40 percent 
of the Parthenon sculptures on display, one can just imagine the 
drawing power of the sculptural program made whole again. 

Traditionally, official British opposition to returning the 
marbles has been particularly strong in the House of Lords, where 
the nature of peerage has made for more fantastical and 
unfiltered pronouncements than one might hear in the House of 
Commons. Urging his fellow peers to block any such surrender, 
Lord Wyatt of Weeford pleaded in 1997, “My Lords, it would be 
dangerous to return the marbles to Athens because they were 
under attack by Turkish and Greek fire in the Parthenon when 
they were rescued and the volatile Greeks might easily start 
hurling bombs around again.” 42 

But even the House of Lords is now changing, as hereditary 
peers are phased out and new life peers are made. The Wyatts of 
the world are being replaced by a new generation, including the 
archaeologist Lord Renfrew of Kaimsthorn, a major proponent of 
the protection of cultural heritage.43 Meanwhile, a new 
generation of politicians is also coming up. Deputy Prime 
Minister Nick Clegg hosted the Marbles in Exile conference as a 
resident member of the European Parliament in 2002. The Liberal 
Democrat MP Andrew George now serves as chairman of the 
Marbles Reunited campaign. 


As the national sentiment has changed, so, too, have the terms 
of debate, moving away from old legal arguments and toward 
new ones based on ethics. The actor Stephen Fry has urged 
Britain to keep it classy and make a preemptive move to return 
the Parthenon sculptures, simply because it is the right thing to 
do.44 The recent return of a fragment of the Parthenon frieze by 
the University of Heidelberg is an example of an initiative that 
bypassed legal frameworks to put ethics first. 

Maxwell Anderson, director of the Dallas Museum of Art and 
former head of the Association of Art Museum Directors, has 
offered a compelling vision for the future in general. Facing issues 
of ethics, cost, and scarcity, museums should move beyond 
traditional roles as collectors and owners and toward ones as 
partners engaged in exchange.45 Recent loans to U.S. museums 
from Italy, exchanges resulting from the return of antiquities 
illegally acquired by the J. Paul Getty Museum, the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts, and others, are 
already having an enormously positive impact. The American 
public is being treated to a vibrant rotation of meaningful objects 
that are enlivening permanent collections across the country. 

Returned to the city for which they were carved, the Parthenon 
sculptures could take their place in what could become the 
world’s leading “universal museum.” For such a designation must 
surely be measured by how much international cooperation and 
interdependence an institution can foster through loans, 
exchanges, and other agreements. That, after all, is what 
globalization is meant to be good for. 

Such a universalism is only fitting where the Parthenon is 
concerned. We are all outsiders looking in, trying to understand, 
striving to keep ourselves from getting in the way of what we see. 
A photograph taken in 1954 shows a couple in Monastiraki 
Square, just north of the Athenian Acropolis (following page).46 
The woman tugs at the man’s jacket. What are we looking at? Is 
she pulling him back from the path of the truck speeding toward 
them? Or is the woman beckoning him to stop and look, to gaze 
up at the temple that has graced the summit of the Acropolis for 
nearly twenty-five hundred years? There it is, still standing, after 
all this time: the Parthenon. Do those who pass it every day of 
their lives still “see” it? Does the Parthenon stop them in their 
tracks and fill them with awe? How much did the ancient Greeks 


themselves continue to pause and wonder, generations after the 
temple was built? 

What we see and how we see it requires excavation through the 
muddy layers of memory. Even within a single lifetime it is 
difficult to recall what we once saw, how we felt, and what we 
thought when we saw it. “I cannot paint / what then I was,” 
mused Wordsworth. And so we continue, with or against the 
current, aiming to glimpse, if only for a moment, the experience 
of the ancient past. Like the Athenians themselves, we are ever 
torn between past and present, myth and history, memory and 
imagination, tradition and innovation. 


See 


The Acropolis from Monastiraki Square, at the north. © Robert A. McCabe, 
1954. (illustration credit ill.131) 
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Anesidora, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4 
aniconic image, 2.1, 6.1 
anthippasia, 7.1, 7.2 
Antilochos 
Antiochos, Seleucid king 
Antiope 
Antiphon 
Antipoinos, 4.1, 6.1 
Antisthenes 
Anunnaki 
aphlasta 
Aphrodite, 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 3.1, 3.2, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 7.1 
Acropolis shrine of 
Aphrodite in the Gardens 
apobatai, 5.1, 5.2 


apobates race, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4 
Apollo, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 2.1, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 6.1, 7.1 
Delphi, temple of, 5.1, 5.2, 6.1 
Apollodoros, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 3.1, 4.1, 4.2, 5.1, 5.2 
Apollo-Hyakinthos, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1 
Apollo Hypo Makrais, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3 
Acropolis cave of, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4 
Apollo Lykaios 
Apollo Nomios 
Apollo Patroos 
apse, added to Parthenon in Christian times, prl.1, 3.1, epi.1, epi.2 
Apulia 
aqueducts, 1.1, 2.1, 3.1 
archaeoastronomy, 2.1, 7.1 
Archaic Acropolis, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 3.1, 3.2, 5.1, 6.1 
Archaios Neos, see Old Athena Temple 
Archemoros, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1 
architectural orders 
Corinthian, 1.1, 6.1 
Doric, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1,.3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5, 3.6, 7.1 
Ionic, 1.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 4.1, 6.1, 8.1, 8.2, epi.1 
architectural sculpture, prl.1, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 3.1, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2 
functions of, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 8.1, epi.1 
genealogical function of, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5, 5.1, 5.2, 
5.3, 5.4, 7.1 
archon basileus (king magistrate), 1.1, 5.1 
archons, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 3.1, 5.1 
Ardettos Hill, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4 
Areopagus (Areios Pagos), prl.1, 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 3.1 
Areopagus Council, 3.1, 6.1 
Ares, 1.1, 3.1, 5.1, 5.2;.5.3,; 7.1.7.2 
arete 
Arginusae, Battle of 
Argos, 1.1, 7.1 
Ariarathes 
aristocracy (-ies), 1.1, 1.2, 2.1 
of Athens, 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 
Aristogeiton 
Aristophanes 
Birds, 1.1, 7.1, 7.2 
Frogs 
Knights 
Lysistrata 
Wasps 


Aristotle, prl.1, 1.1, 2.1, 2.2, 5.1, 5.2, 7.1, 8.1 
philosophical school of 
Arkadia(n), 1.1, 8.1 
Arkesilaos 
Armenia 
Arrephoria, 1.1, 5.1 
arrephoroi, 1.1, 5.1, 5.2 
Arsames 
Artemis, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 3.1, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 5.6, 6.1 
Ephesos temple of 
Kerkyra (Corfu) temple of, 2.1, 2.2 
Artemis Agrotera, 1.1, 1.2 
temple of, 1.1 
Artemis Eukleia 
Artemis-Iphigeneia 
Ascanius 
Asia Minor, 2.1, 3.1 
Asklepieion, at Pergamon 
Asklepieion (Sanctuary of Asklepios and Hygiea), 1.1, 1.2 
Asklepios, 1.1, 1.2, 8.1 
Aspasia, 3.1, 3.2, 8.1 
aster, 2.1, 2.2 
Astyanax 
Athamas 
Athanasios, Saint, Chapel of 
Athena, prl.1, prl.2, prl.3, prl.4, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 3.1, 
3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 5.6, 5:7, 7.1 
birthday of, 7.1, 7.2 
birth of, 1.1, 3.1, 3.2, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 
contest of Poseidon and, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 
and Erechtheus, 1.1, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3 
in Gigantomachy, 2.1, 3.1 
as goddess of wisdom, 1.1, 3.1 
and Hephaistos, 1.1, 4.1 
and Herakles 
olive tree planted by, 1.1, 1.2, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 
peplos presented to, 5.1, 5.2, 7.1 
and Praxithea, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2 
on prize amphorae, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3 
as warrior goddess, 1.1, 5.1, 7.1, 7.2 
Athena, statues of, prl.1, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 
Bronze Athena, 3.1, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 8.1, 8.2 
gold and ivory image at Pellene 
olive wood, on Acropolis, 2.1, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4 


see also Athena Parthenos 
Athenaeus 
Athena Nike, Athens, 3.1, 3.2, 5.1, 6.1, 8.1 
temple of, prl.1, 3.1, 3.2, 5.1, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 8.1 
Athena Parthenos, statue by Pheidias, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 
616:2 7- L 7.25.75; ZA 1D OL, S.2, 8.3 
Athena Polias, at Athens, 2.1, 3.1, 4.1, 4.2, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 6.1, 6.2, 
7.1, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4, 8.5, 8.6 
priestess of, 4.1, 4.2, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 
7th-century and geometric predecessors 
temples of, see Erechtheion; Old Athena Temple 
Athena Polias Nikephoros, Pergamon temple of, prl.1, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4, 
8.5 
Athena Promachos, see Bronze Athena 
Athena Pronaia, at Delphi 
Athenian Empire, 3.1, 3.2 
Athenian League 
Athens, Athenians, prl.1, prl.2, prl.3, prl.4, prl.5, prl.6, prl.7, prl.8, 1.1, 
1213:1415 18,17. 18.1.8. 1.00: 1.11; 149. 1.43.24; 25 
2.3, 2.4, 2.5, 2.6, 2.7, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5, 3.6, 3.7, 3.8, 4.1, 4.2, 
4.3, 4.4, 4.5, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 5.6, 5.7, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 6.5, 
7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4, 7.5, 7.6, 7.7, 7.8, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, epi.1, epi.2 
agriculture in 
aristocracy of, 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 
aural landscape of 
birth myths of, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 8.1 
burials in, 1.1, 1.2, 3.1, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1 
centrality of war to 
chauvinism in, 1.1, 7.1 
citizenship in, prl.1, 1.1, 2.1, 3.1, 3.2, 5.1, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4, 7.5, 8.1, 
8.2 
code of conduct in 
coinage of, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4 
consciousness of 
Dark Ages of 
democratic revolution in, 1.1, 2.1 
Dorian invasion of 
earliest imitators of, prl.1, 8.1 
ecology and topography of, 1.1, 1.2; see also landscape, natural 
environment 
education in, 1.1, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 5.1, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3 
fleet built by, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1, 3.2, 6.1; see also navy, Athenian 
flood stories of, 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 3.1, 5.1 
foreignness of, to modern sensibilities 


foundation myths of, prl.1, prl.2, prl.3, 1.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 
4.4, 5.1, 6.1, 7.1, 8.1, epi.1 

genealogies of, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 2.1, 3.1, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 
7.1 

greenbelt of 

identity of, 3.1, 7.1 

importance of myth to, 1.1, 5.1 

Ionian kingship claimed by 

land ownership in 

Lykourgos and, 1.1, 1.2, 3.1, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 5.1, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1, 8.1 

map of, 1.1 

modern cityscape of 

monarchy in 

Neolithic inhabitants of, 1.1, 1.2 

owl as symbol of, 1.1, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4, 7.5, 7.6 

patriotism in, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 4.5, 5.1, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1 

Peisistratos and, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3 

Perikles and, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 

Persians’ destruction of, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 2.1, 2.2 

plague in, prl.1, 1.1, 3.1, 4.1, 6.1, 6.2, 8.1, nts.1 

political thought in, prl.1, 2.1 

pollution in 

radical democracy in, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 5.1, 8.1 

religiosity of, prl.1, 1.1, 1.2, 3.1, 7.1, 7.2 

rivers of, see Eridanos River; Ilissos River; Kephisos River 

sacred caves in, 1.1, 1.2 

self-image of 

self-sufficiency of 

in Sixth Ottoman-Venetian War, prl.1, 3.1, 3.2, 5.1, 5.2, epi.1, epi.2, 
epi.3 

social classes in 

treasury of Athenian League 

tribes of, 2.1, 3.1, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 7.1 

tribute to, 3.1, 3.2 

Visigoths’ plundering of 

water supply in, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 2.1 

wildlife of 


Athens-Lamia National Road 
Athens Schist 


athletic games, prl.1, prl.2, 1.1, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1, 3.2, 5.1, 5.2, 6.1, 7.1, 7.2 
see also Olympic Games; Panathenaia: athletic contests in 


athlothetai, 5.1, 7.1, 7.2 
Atlantids in war with Athenians 
Atlas 


Atrahasis 
Attalids of Pergamon, 6.1, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4, 8.5, 8.6, 8.7 
Attalos I, King of Pergamon 
Attalos II, King of Pergamon, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4 
monument of, at Athens, 8.1, 8.2 
stoa of, at Athens 
Attalos III, King of Pergamon 
Attica, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3 
agriculture in 
cult of Pan in 
Dorian invasion of 
ecosystems of 
first earthborn ruler of 
flowers in 
landscape of, 1.1, 1.2 
population of, 1.1, 1.2 
sacred caves of 
scarcity of land during 8th century in 
Spartan invasion of 
Auge, 8.1, 8.2 
auletai 
aulodia 
aulos, 5.1, 5.2, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, nts.1 
Auriga (constellation) 
Austin, Colin, 4.1, 5.1 
Nova fragmenta Euripidea in papyris reperta, 4.1, 5.1 
autarkestate polis 
autochthony, autochonos, 1.1, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 5.1, 7.1 
awareness, prl.1, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5, 1.6, 2.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 4.1, 6.1, 
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Babylonian myth 

Bakis 

Balanos, Nikolaos 

Barber, Elizabeth 

Barnard, Edward 

Barringer, Judith 

Basile 

Bataille, André, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3 

Berenson, Bernard 

birthing couches 

Bluebeard Pediment, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 3.1 

Bluebeard Temple (Hekatompedon), 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 2.5, 2.6, 2.7, 2.8, 
5.1, 6.1, 8.1 


eastern influence and 

Boardman, John, 5.1, 5.2 

Boiotia, Boiotians, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5, 4.1, 6.1, 6.2 

Boissonnas, Frédéric, epi.1, epi.2 

Boreas (North Wind), 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 5.1 

boundary catastrophes, 1.1, 2.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 5.1, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 8.1, 8.2, 

8.3, 8.4, epi.1 

Boutes, 1.1, 2.1, 3.1, 4.1, 5.1 

Boutsikas, Efrosyni 

boxing 

Brauron 

Bremmer, Jan, Interpretations of Greek Mythology 

British Museum, prl.1, prl.2, 3.1, 3.2, 5.1, 8.1, 8.2, epi.1, epi.2 
Duveen Gallery at, 8.1, epi.1, epi.2, epi.3 

Broneer, Oscar 

Bronze Age, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5, 1.6, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5, 

3.6, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 7.1, 7.2 

Bronze Athena, 3.1, 6.1, 6.2, 8.1, 8.2 

bronze casting 

Bronze Gorgon akroterion, from Acropolis, 2.1, 2.2 

bullfighting 

Burgon amphora, 7.1, 7.2 

burial practices, 5.1, 5.2, 6.1, 6.2 

Byron, George Gordon, Lord 


calculus 
calendars, prl.1, 1.1, 2.1, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3 
Calhoun, Craig, Nations Matter 
Camp, John McK. 
Cancer (constellation) 
Carpenter, Rhys 
Carrey, Jacques 
Carrey drawings, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 
see also Nointel Artist 
casts, plaster, 5.1, 5.2, 8.1, epi.1, ack.1 
Catasterism, Catasterization, 2.1, 4.1, 4.2, 6.1, 7.1, 7.2, 8.1 
caves, on Acropolis slopes, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5, 1.6, 3.1 
Cave A, 1.1, 1.2 
Cave B (Apollo Hypo Makrais), 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5, 6.1 
Cave C (Zeus?), 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4 
Cave D (Pan), 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 6.1 
Cave S, near sanctuary of Aphrodite and Eros, 1.1, 1.2 
East Cave, 1.1, 1.2 
on south slope, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3 


Celebi, Evliya, 5.1, epi.1 
Book of Travels (Seyahatname) 
cella, prl.1, prl.2 
of Old Athena Temple, 2.1, 2.2 
of Parthenon (hekatompedon), prl.1, prl.2, prl.3, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5, 
3.6, 3.7, 3.8, 5.1, 5.2, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1 
Centaurs, Centauromachy, 1.1, 5.1, 6.1, 7.1, 8.1 
on Parthenon metopes, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 5.1 
Chaironeia, Battle of, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1 
Chalkeia 
Chaniotis, Angelos, 5.1, epi.1 
Chaos 
Chapel of Our Lady of the Cave (Panagia Spiliotissa) 
Chapel of Our Lady of the Holy Spring 
Chapel of Saint George Alexandrinos 
Chariklea 
chariots, charioteers, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 2.5, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5, 3.6, 
4.1, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 5.6, 5.7, 5.8, 5.9, 6.1, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4, 
7.5, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4, 8.5, 8.6 
children, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 7.1, 7.2 
Kephisos River as nurturing to 
locks of hair cut from 
chiton, 5.1, 5.2 
Chittirai 
Cholargos 
choregos 
Christ Church, Oxford, 4.1, 5.1 
Christianity, prl.1, 1.1, 3.1, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 7.1, 7.2, 8.1, 8.2, epi.1, 
epi.2, epi.3 
Chthonia 
Church of the Transfiguration of the Savior 
Cicero, 5.1, 7.1 
citizenship, prl.1, 1.1, 2.1, 3.1, 3.2, 5.1, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4, 7.5, 8.1, 8.2 
City Eleusinion, 1.1, 3.1, 5.1, 7.1 
civic architecture 
Clarke, Edward Daniel 
Clegg, Nick 
Cleopatra 
Cockerell, Charles 
Collins, John 
column drums, metopes, and architrave blocks, salvaged and displayed 
in north wall of Acropolis, 1.1, 2.1, 2.2, 6.1 
columns, colonnades 
Corinthian 


Doric, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1, 3.2, 7.1 
exterior, as hallmark of classical Greek architecture 
Ionic, 3.1, 8.1, epi.1 
proto-Corinthian, 3.1, 3.2, 6.1, 6.2 
Committee for the Conservation of the Acropolis Monuments 
common good, prl.1, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 4.2, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 7.1, 8.1, 8.2, epi. 
common knowledge, Athenian, 6.1, 6.2 
Constantine, Roman emperor, prl.1, 5.1 
constellations, 2.1, 4.1, 4.2, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, nts.1 
contraposto (counterpose) 
Corinth, Corinthians, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3 
Corinthian order, 1.1, 6.1 
proto-Corinthian column capitals, 3.1, 3.2, 6.1 
see also akanthos 
corner contraction 
cosmopolitanism 
cosmos, cosmology, prl.1, prl.2, prl.3, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 2.5, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 
7:1, 7:2; 7.3, 8.1 
Council of 500, 2.1, 3.1 
courage, 4.1, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1, nts.1 
Crawford, Lord 
Crystal Palace 
cult ritual, prl.1, prl.2, prl.3, prl.4, prl.5, prl.6, prl.7, prl.8, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 
14, 1.5, 1.6, 2.1, 2.2, 2:3, 24, 2:5, 26, 2.7, 3.1, 3.2; 3.3, 4.1, 4.2, 
4.3, 4.4, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 6.5, 6.6, 7.1, 7.2, 
7.3, 7.4, 7.5, 7.6, 7.7, epi.1 
pre-Parthenon, prl.1, 3.1 
cult statues, 2.1, 3.1, 5.1, 7.1 
Custom House, U.S. (New York), prl.1, epi.1, epi.2 
Cyclopean walls, 1.1, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3 
Cyclopes, 1.1, 2.1, 2.2 
Cyriacos of Ancona (Cyriaco de’ Pizzicolli), 5.1, 5.2, epi.1 


daguerreotypes, epi.1, epi.2 

Daidalos 

Daily Mail 

Daily Telegraph 

daimones (spirit/divine beings) 

Dallas Museum of Art 

Damon 

dance, dancing, 1.1, 3.1, 4.1, 5.1, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4, 7.5, 7.6, 
7-7; 7.8, epi.1, epi.2 

Darius, King of Persia, 2.1, 5.1 

Dark Ages 


death, prl.1, prl.2, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 
5.6, 5.7, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4, 7.5, 8.1, epi.1,; epi.2 
of Alexander the Great 
of daughters of Antipoinos 
of the Erechtheidai (daughters of Erechtheus), 3.1, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 5.1, 
5.2, 5:3, 5:4; 5.5, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 7:1; 7:2; 7.3, 7.4, 8:1, epi. 
of Erechtheus, 4.1, 5.1, 8.1, 8.2 
and establishment of funeral games, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1 
of heroes, prl.1, 4.1, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1 
of Hippolytos 
of Hyakinthos, 6.1, 7.1 
of Iphigeneia, 4.1, 5.1, 6.1, 6.2, 8.1 
of Jesus Christ, 5.1, epi.1, epi.2 
of Kekropidai (daughters of Kekrops), 1.1, 4.1, 4.2 
of Lykourgos 
of Makaria, daughter of Herakles, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2 
of Melikertes-Palaimon, 6.1, 7.1 
of Miltiades 
of Neoptolemos-Pyrrhos, 6.1, 6.2 
and the ololugmata, 7.1, 7.2 
of Opheltes-Achermoros, 6.1, 7.1, 8.1 
of Patroklos 
of Pelops, 6.1, 7.1 
of Pentheus 
of Perikles, 3.1, 7.1 
of Polyxena, 5.1, 5.2, 6.1 
of Priam 
of Prokris, 7.1, 7.2 
of the Python, Delphi 
of Telephos, 8.1, nts.1 
owl, as harbinger of 
death spirits 
Deianeira 
deisidaimoniacal, prl.1, 1.1, 3.1 
Delian League 
Delos, 3.1, 6.1 
Delphi, 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 3.1, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 7.1 
Akanthos Column at, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3 
Athenian dedications at 
Naxian Sphinx at, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3 
oracle at, prl.1, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 6.1, 6.2, 
8.1 
Shrine of Neoptolemos at, 6.1, 6.2 
Siphnian Treasury at, 5.1, 5.2, 7.1 


temple of Apollo at, 5.1, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4 
see also Pythaia, Pythian Festival and Games 
deluges, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1, 5.1 
Demades 
Demaratus 
Demeter, 1.1, 1.2, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 8.1, 8.2 
sanctuary of, at Athens, 1.1, 1.2, 3.1, 5.1, 7.1 
sanctuary of D. and Kore, at Eleusis, 1.1, 1.2, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 
Demetrios of Phaleron 
Demetrios the Besieger 
democracy (demokratia), prl.1, prl.2, prl.3, 1.1, 1.2, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 6.1, 8.1 
Athenian, meaning of 
Athenian, structure of, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 3.1 
birth of, 3.1, 3.2 
modern 
Parthenon as symbol of 
Demophon 
demosion sema (public cemetery), 1. 1 
Demosthenes, 4.1, 6.1 
incorruptibility of 
statue of, in Athenian Agora 
Deukalion, King, 1.1, 1.2, 4.1, 5.1, 6.1, 7.1, 7.2 
deluge of, 1.1, 1.2, 6.1 
diaulos 
Didyma, 2.1, 3.1 
Diogeneia, 1.1, 3.1 
Dione 
Dionysos, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 3.1, 3.2, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 6.1, 8.1, 8.2 
Dionysos Eleutherios, at Athens 
temple of, 1.1, 8.1 
theater of, 1.1, 1.2, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 6.1, 7.1, 8.1, 8.2 
see also festivals: at Athens; City Dionysia 
Dionysos Kathegemon, at Pergamon 
temple of Dionysos, at Pergamon, 8.1, 8.2 
Theater of Dionysos at Pergamon, 8.1, 8.2 
Dionysos Omestes 
Dipylon (Double Gate), 1.1, 5.1, 7.1, 7.2 
Diskobolos, by Myron, 5.1, 5.2 
display of salvaged column drums, metopes, and architrave blocks from 
Older Parthenon and Old Athena Temple, built into north 
fortification wall of Acropolis, 1.1, 2.1, 2.2, 6.1 
Dodwell, Edward, prl.1, epi.1 
dokimasia 
dolichos 


Donato, Pietro 

Dontas, George 

Dorians, 1.1, 3.1 

Doric order, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5, 3.6, 7.1 

Dörpfeld, Wilhelm, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1, 6.1, 6.2 

Dörpfeld foundations, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4 

Drako, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 4.1, 7.1, 8.1 

Drakontides of Battae 

drama, dramatic performance, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 4.1, 5.1, 
5.2,.9.3, 54, 7.1, 1 

Duncan, Isadora, 7.1, 7.2, epi.1 

Duncan, Raymond 

Duveen, Joseph, 8.1, epi.1 


Eastcourt, Giles, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 
Egypt, Hellenistic 
Eileithyiai, 3.1, 3.2 
ekecheiria 
ekklesia 
Eleusinion, 3.1, 5.1, 7.1 
Eleusis, prl.1, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5, 1.6, 1.7, 3.1, 3.2 
Eleusinian Mysteries, 1.1, 1.2, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 6.1 
royal house of, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 5.1 
Elgin, Lady 
Elgin, Lord, prl.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 8.1, epi.1, epi.2 
Elgin Marbles, prl.1, prl.2, 3.1, 8.1, epi.1, epi.2 
cleaning of 
Duveen gallery for, 8.1, epi.1, epi.2, epi.3 
polychromy on 
removal of 
Empedo 
Enkelados, 2.1, 2.2, 5.1 
Enneakrounos Fountain House, 1.1, 2.1 
entasis 
Eos, 5.1, 5.2 
Ephebes, ephebic corps, 1.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, 7.1, 8.1, nts.1 
Ephebic Oath, 1.1, 1.2, 3.1, 3.2, 5.1, 5.2, 8.1, nts.1 
Ephesos, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1 
Ephialtes 
Epic of Atrahasis 
Epic of Gilgamesh, The 
Epidauros 
Eponymous Heroes, 5.1, 8.1, 8.2, nts.1 
Erebos 
Erechtheidai (daughters of Erechtheus), 3.1, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 4.5, 4.6, 
5.1, 5.2, 5:3, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 6.5, 7.1, 7:2, 7.3, 7.4, 8A, epil 
on Parthenon frieze, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 5.6, 5.7, 5.8, 5.9, 5.10, 
epi.1 
as role models for young women of Athens 
see also death: of the Erechtheidai; Hyakinthides 
Erechtheion, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 2.5, 2.6, 2.7, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5, 3.6, 
4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 6.5, 6.6, 6.7, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4, 
7.5, epi.1 
building of 
karyatids and karyatid porch of, 2.1, 4.1, 7.1, 7.2, 8.1 
north porch of, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 7.1 
plan of, 2.1, 2.2, 6.1, 7.1 
Erechtheus, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 2.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 4.5, 


4.6, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5:4, 6.1, 7.1, 8.1,.8.2 
birth of, 1.1, 4.1 
cavalry of, 5.1, 5.2 
chariots introduced by, 2.1, 5.1 
daughters of, see Erechtheidai 
Eumolpos’s war with, 1.1, 2.1, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 5.6, 
6.1.7.1 
on Parthenon frieze, 3.1, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 5.6, 5.7, 5.8, 5.9, 5.10, 
off, 5:12..5.13 
on Parthenon west pediment, 3.1, 3.2 
see also death: of Erechtheus; Poseidon-Erechtheus 
Ereshkigal 
ergastinai (worker-weavers), 5.1, 6.1, 7.1 
Erichtheus 
Erichthonios, 2.1, 3.1, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 5.1 
Eridanos River, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 3.1 
Eridu Genesis 
Erinyes (Furies) 
Eros, 1.1, 2.1, 3.1, 5.1, 5.2 
erpismos (snaking) 
Erysichthon 
Eteoboutadai, Eteoboutad clan of Athens, 1.1, 2.1, 3.1, 4.1 
euandria, 7.1, 7.2 
Euelpides 
euergetism 
Eugenius IV, Pope 
Eumenes I, King of Pergamon 
Eumenes II, King of Pergamon, 1.1, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4, 8.5 
stoa of, at Athens, 1.1, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3 
stoa of, near theater at Pergamon, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3 
stoas surrounding precinct of Athena Polias Nikephoros, 8.1, 8.2 
victory monument of, 8.1, 8.2 
Eumolpidai, Eumolpid clan of Eleusis 
Eumolpos, 1.1, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 
in war on Athens, 1.1, 2.1, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 5.6, 5.7, 
moO, 7.1 
Eupatrids, 1.1, 2.1, 2.2 
Eupolis, The Demes 
Euripides, 1.1, 3.1, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 
Alkestis 
Bachhae 
Children of Herakles (Herakleidai), 4.1, 5.1, 7.1, 7.2, 8.1 
Erechtheus, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 4.5, 4.6, 4.7, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 
5.5, 5:6, 5:7;.5.8;. 5:9, 6:1, 6:2) 6.3. '6.4.:6:5, 6:6, 7.1;.7.2;. 7.3; 7-4; 


8.1, 8.2 
Hekuba 
Hippolytos 
Hypsipyle 
Ion, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 4.1, 4.2, 5.1, 7.1, 8.1 
Iphigeneia at Aulis, 4.1, 5.1, 8.1 
Telephos 
Trojan Women 
Eurymedon River 
Eurystheus 
Exekias, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 
exterior colonnade, as hallmark of classical Greek architecture 


Faraday, Michael 
Fayum oasis 
Fehr, Burkhard 
Ferrari, Gloria, 6.1, 7.1, 7.2 
festivals, prl.1, prl.2, 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 7.1, 7.2 
at Amyklai, Hyakinthia 
at Athens, 1.1, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4; Arrephoria, 1.2, 5.1; City Dionysia, 
4.1; Chalkeia, 5.2; Panathenaia, prl.1, 2.5, 2.6, 3.1, 4.2, 5.3, 5.4, 
6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3; of Eros, 1.3; 
Plynteria, 7.5, 7.6; of Zeus, 2.7 
at Delphi, Pythia, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1; of Neoptolemos, 6.3, 6.4 
at Isthmia, Isthmian, 6.1, 6.2 
at Nemea, Nemean, 6.1, 6.2 
at Olympia, Olympian, 2.1, 6.1 
at Pergamon, Panathenaia 
banning of, prl.1, 7.1 
see also specific festivals 
Flagg, Ernest 
flood heroes 
flood myths, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 2.2, 5.1 
foundation myths, prl.1, prl.2, prl.3, 1.1, 3.1, 5.1, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1, 8.1, 8.2, 
8.3 
of Athens, prl.1, 1.1, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 5.1, 6.1, 7.1, 8.1, epi.1 
fountain houses, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3 
Fourth Crusade 
Freud, Sigmund 
friezes 
Doric, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 
Ionic, 3.1, 3.2, 5.1, epi.1 
on Old Athena Temple, 2.1, 2.2, 5.1 
on Pergamon Altar, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4 


see also Parthenon frieze 
Fry, Roger 
Fry, Stephen 
fuller’s earth 
funeral reliefs, 5.1, 5.2 
Furtwängler, Adolf, 5.1, 6.1, 7.1 


Gaia, 1.1, 2.1, 2.2, 5.1 
Gauls, 6.1, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3 
Ge (Gaia, Mother Earth), 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 2.2, 4.1, 4.2, 5.1, 5.2, 6.1 
gegenes, gegenic, 1.1, 3.1, 3.2 
genealogy, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1, 8.1, 
8.2, 8.3 
and democracy, 3.1, 6.1 
myths and narratives of, prl.1, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 2.5, 
3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5, 5.1, 5.2, 7.1, 8.1 
Genesis, book of, 1.1, epi.1 
geography, prl.1, 2.1 
geology, 1.1, 2.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5, epi.1 
geopolitics 
George, Andrew 
George Alexandrinos, Saint, Chapel of 
gephyrismos (bridginess) 
Germany, Nazi 
Geryon 
Geschichte der Kunst des Alterthums (History of the Art of Antiquity; 
Winckelmann), prl.1, 8.1 
Giants (Gigantes), 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 2.5, 3.1, 8.1 
Gigantoleteira, Athena as 
Gigantomachy, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 5.1, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4 
on interior of shield of Athena Parthenos statue 
on Parthenon metopes, 3.1, 3.2, 5.1 
on Pergamon Altar, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4, 8.5, 8.6, 8.7 
on pediment of Old Athena Temple, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3 
Girard College, Founder’s Hall at 
Giustiniani-Banca, Andreolo 
Glaukopis, epithet of Athena, 2.1, 3.1, 7.1, 7.2 
gods, Olympian, prl.1, prl.2, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5, 1.6, 1.7, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 
2.4, 2.5, 2.6, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3:5, 3.6, 3.7, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2,.5.3, 5.4, 
6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4 
battles of, 1.1, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 2.5, 2.6, 2.7, 2.8, 3.1, 3.2, 5.1, 5.2, 
7:1; 7:2; 7.3 
councils of, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 
as intended viewers of Parthenon frieze, 5.1, 8.1 


Gombrich, Ernst 
Gorgons, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 3.1, 5.1, 5.2, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1, 7.2, 8.1, 8.2; see also 
Medousa 
on 7th-century bronze disc from Acropolis, 2.1, 2.2 
Goury, Jules 
Graces 
grave goods 
“Great Awakening” in Greek art 
“Great Drain,” Athenian Agora 
Greece, classical, as cradle of Western civilization 
Greece, modern, founding of 
Greek Choir 
Greek Ministry of Culture, prl.1, epi.1 
Greek Miracle, The: Classical Sculpture from the Dawn of Democracy 
Greek Revival architecture 
Greek War of Independence, prl.1, prl.2 
Gregory, James 
Guardian, The 
Gulf War, First 
guttae 
gymnikoi agones, 7.1 


Habron 
Hades, 1.1, 4.1, 5.1 
Hadrian 
Hamilton, W. R. 
Harma 
Harmodios 
Hebe 
Heberdey, Rudolph 
Hebrews 
Heidelberg, University of 
Hekate 
Hekatombaion, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4 
Hekatompedon (Bluebeard Temple), early Archaic temple on Athenian 
Acropolis, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 2.5, 2.6, 2.7, 2.8, 5.1, 6.1 
eastern influence and 
placement of 
hekatompedon (easternmost room of Parthenon), 3.1, 3.2, 6.1 
Hekatompedon Inscription 
Hekatonkheires 
Hektor 
Helen (Constantine’s mother) 
Helen (Menelaos’s wife; of Troy), 1.1, 3.1, 4.1 


heliacal rising 
heliaia 
Helike 
Heliodoros 
Aethiopika, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1 
Helios, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 7.1, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3 
Hellen 
Hellenes, 1.1, 2.1 
Hephaisteion (Theseion), 1.1, 5.1, 5.2, 8.1, nts.1 
Hephaistos, 1.1, 2.1, 3.1, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 5.6, 7.1, 7.2 
as father of Erechtheus 
Hera, 2.1,.2.2, 2.3,.3.1, 5.1, 5.2,.5.3,.5.4,.6.1, 7.1 
Herakles, 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 6.1, 7.1, 8.1, 
8.2, 8.3 
on Archaic poros pediments, 2.1, 2.2, 8.1 
in battle with Lernaean Hydra, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 5.1, 5.2 
on Bluebeard Pediment 
in the Gigantomachy 
in Telephos Frieze, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4, 8.5, 8.6 
hereditary priesthoods, 2.1, 3.1 
Hermes, 1.1, 2.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 5.1, 5.2, 8.1 
Herodes Atticus 
Herodotos, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 6.1, 6.2 
Histories 
heroes, heroines, prl.1, prl.2, prl.3, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5, 1.6, 1.7, 2.1, 
2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 2.5, 3.1, 3.2,.3.3, 3.4, 4.1, 4.2, 5.1,.5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 
5.6, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4, 8.5, 8.6 
hero cult, 6.1, 6.2, 8.1 
Herse, 1.1, 3.1, 4.1, 4.2, 5.1 
Heruli, sack of Athens by 
Hesiod, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1, 3.2, 7.1 
Catalogue of Women 
Theogony, 2.1, 7.1, 7.2, 8.1 
Work and Days, 1.1, 7.1 
Hesperides 
Hestia 
Hiera, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3 
high classical style, 3.1, 5.1 
Hill of the Nymphs, 1.1, 1.2 
himation (mantle), 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 
Himmarados 
Hipparchos, 2.1, 5.1, 7.1 
hippeis, 1.1, 5.1 
Hippias, 2.1, 2.2, 5.1 


hippios 
Hippodameia, 5.1, 5.2 
Hippodamos of Miletos 
Hippokleides 
history, meaning of 
Hitler, Adolf 
Hittorff, Jacques-Ignace, 8.1, 8.2 
Homer, 1.1, 2.1, 4.1 
Iliad, 4.1, 4.2, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3 
Odyssey, 4.1, 4.2, 5.1, 7.1 
Homeric Hymn to Athena, First 
Homeric Hymn to Pythian Apollo 
honey, offerings of, 1.1, 2.1, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 
hoplites, 5.1, 5.2, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1, 7.2 
Horai 
horsemen, 5.1, 5.2 
on Parthenon frieze, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3-2.1, 5.4, 5.5, 5.6, 5.7, 5.8, 5.9, 5.10, 
8.1, 8.2 
House of Commons, British 
House of Lords, British 
human sacrifice, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 5.1, 5.2, epi.1 
Hunt, Philip 
Hussein, Saddam 
Hyades, see Hyakinthides 
Hyakinthia festival, Amyklai 
Hyakinthides (Hyades), 2.1, 4.1, 4.2, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 7.1, 7.2 
Hyakinthos 
Hyakinthos Pagos 
Hyas 
Hydra, Lernaean, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 5.1, 5.2 
Hydra Pediment, Athenian Acropolis, 2.1, 2.2 
hydria(i), 5.1, 5.2, 7.1 
hydriaphoroi (water carriers), 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 
Hygieia, 1.1, 5.1 
Hyginus, 1.1, 4.1 
Hymettos, Mount, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5, 7.1 
hymns, 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 2.2, 3:1, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 74, 7.5, 8.1 
hyperakrioi 
hyper-decoration, function of 


icon, Parthenon as, prl.1, prl.2, prl.3, prl.4, epi.1, epi.2, epi.3, epi.4 

iconography, prl.1, 2.1, 2.2, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 5.6, 5.7, 5.8, 7.1, 7.2, 
7.3, 7.4, 8.1, 8.2, epi.1 

Ida, Mount, 2.1, 5.1 


Idas 
Ideal View of the Acropolis and the Areopagus in Athens (Klenze) 
identity 
Athenian 
Iktinos, as Parthenon architect 
Ilissos River, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5, 1.6, 1.7, 1.8, 1.9, 1.10, 2.1, 2.2 
on west pediment of Parthenon 
images 
function of, 3.1, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 7.1, epi.1, nts.1 
generation of, 4.1, 5.1 
language of 
Innana/Ishtar 
Ino 
Institut de Papyrologie, 4.1, 4.2 
Institute for Advanced Study 
International Association for the Reunification of the Parthenon 
Sculptures 
Iolaos, 2.1, 5.1, 5.2 
Ion, 1.1, 5.1, 7.1 
Ionians 
Ionic order, 1.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 4.1, 6.1, 8.1, 8.2, epi.1 
Iphigeneia, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, 6.1, epi.1 
Iris, 3.1, 5.1, 8.1 
Iron Age 
Isaac, epi.1, epi.2 
Isokrates 
Panathenaikos 
Panegyrikos 
Isthmia, 2.1, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1, 7.2 
heroon of Melikartes-Palaimon at, 6.1, 8.1 
sanctuary of Poseidon at, 6.1, 6.2 
Isthmian Games, 6.1, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3 
Isthmonikos, baths of 


Jeanneret, Charles-Edouard (Le Corbusier) 

Jenner, Edward 

Jephthah 

Jeppesen, Kristian 

Jesus Christ, death and resurrection of, 5.1, epi.1, epi.2 
jewelry boxes 

Johnson, Boris 

Jones, Owen 

Jouguet, Pierre, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 4.5, 5.1 

Judges, book of 


jurors, 1.1, 3.1 


Kalchas 
Kalimachos 
Kallias 
Kallikrates, 3.1, 6.1 
Kallirrhée spring, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 2.1, 3.1 
kalliston, prl.1, 4.1, 8.1, epi.1 
kalokagathia 
kanephoroi (basket-carriers) 
Kardara, Chrysoula, 5.1, 5.2 
Karpion 
karyatid(s), 7.1, 8.1 
on south porch of Erechtheion, 2.1, 4.1, 7.1, 7.2, 8.1 
on Siphnian Treasury at Delphi 
see also Porch of the Maidens 
Kassandra 
Kastor, 1.1, 5.1, 5.2 
Keats, John 
Kekropidai, Kekropids (daughters of Kekrops), 4.1, 4.2, 5.1, 7.1 
see also death: of Kekropidai 
Kekrops, King of Athens, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5, 2.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 
3.5, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 6.1, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 8.1, 8.2 
Keleids (daughters of Keleos) 
Keleos, 3.1, 5.1 
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Kleophrades Painter, 7.1, 7.2 
Klepsydra fountain, 1.1, 1.2, 3.1 
Klytaimnestra 
knowledge, 1.1, 3.1, 4.1, 5.1, 6.1, 6.2, epi.1, epi.2 
knowledge economy 
Kodros, 1.1, 1.2, 3.1 
sanctuary to 
Kodros Painter, 4.1, 4.2 
Koenigsmark, Count, prl.1, prl.2 
Kolonos Agoraios Hill, 1.1, 1.2 
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7.2, 7.3, 7.4, 7.5, epi.1, epi.2 

Lapiths, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 6.1 
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Lykeion, 1.1, 1.2, 3.1 

Lykophron 

Lykourgos, 1.1th-century statesman, 1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 3.1, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 
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Metis, 1.1, 2.1, 3.1 
metoikoi (metics) 
metopes, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 6.1, epi.1, epi.2 
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musikes agones (musical competitions), 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4 
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Nashville, Tenn., Parthenon replica in, prl.1, prl.2, 7.1 
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Notre-Dame d’Athénes, prl.1, 5.1, 8.1 
nympholepsy 
nymphs, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5, 1.6, 1.7, 1.8, 2.1, 5.1 
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apobates race at, see apobates race 
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pannychis (all-nighter) at, 5.1, 6.1, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3 
Parthenon east frieze and, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5 
prizes at, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4, 7.5 
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east pediment of, 1.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4 
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footprint of, 3.1, 3.2 

frieze of, see Parthenon frieze 
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marble doors of 

meaning of the name 

measuring of, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 

metopes of, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 5.1, 5.2, epi.1, epi.2 
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naiskos of, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 6.1 

opposition to lavish building of, 3.1, 3.2 
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pediments of, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 5.1, 5.2 

Perikles and, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 
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Pheidias as planner and overseer of, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 
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plan of, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 6.1 

polychromy on, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3 
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restoration of, prl.1, prl.2, 2.1, 3.1, 8.1, epi.1, epi.2, epi.3, epi.4 
sculptural decoration of, see Parthenon sculptures 
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technical achievements of 
as victory monument, 6.1, 6.2 
war booty within 
westernmost room (parthenon) of, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4 
and Western political ideology, prl.1, prl.2, epi.1 
west facade of, 3.1, 5.1 
west pediment of, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 8.1 
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Parthenon frieze, prl.1, prl.2, prl.3, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, 8.1, epi.1, 
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civic and political content of 
east frieze of, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 5.6, 5.7, 5.8, 5.9, 7.1, 7.2, epi.1, 
epi.2 
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intended viewers of, 5.1, 5.2 
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sequence and direction of procession on, 5.1, 5.2 
south frieze of, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 7.1 
west frieze of, 5.1, 5.2 
Parthenon Restoration Project 
Parthenon sculptures, 3.1, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, epi.1 
Pheidias and, 3.1, 4.1, 5.1 
travelers’ descriptions of, 5.1, 5.2 
see also Elgin Marbles; Parthenon frieze 
Parthia 


Patroklos, 4.1, 7.1 
Paul, Saint 
Pausanias, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 6.1, 6.2, 
6.3; 64, 6.5; 7:1, 7-2, 8.1;8:2, 8.3 
Description of Greece 
Peace of Nikias 
Pedersen, Poul, 3.1, 6.1 
pedies 
pediments, 3.1, 5.1, 5.2 
Bluebeard, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 3.1 
Parthenon east, 1.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 5.1 
Parthenon west, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 
of temple of Zeus, Olympia, 3.1, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 6.1 
Pedion, 1.1, 1.2 
Peirithoös 
Peisistratids, sons of Peisistratos, 2.1, 3.1 
see also Hipparchos; Hippias 
Peisistratos, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 3.1, 7.1 
death of 
Peitho, 3.1, 5.1 
Pelargikon 
Pelasgoi 
Pellene 
Peloponnesian League 
Peloponnesian War, 6.1, 7.1, 8.1 
Pelops, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 7.1 
heroön of 
Penelope, 4.1, 5.1 
Penrose, F. C. 
pentakosiomedimnoi 
pentathlon 
Pentelic marble, 2.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, epi.1 
Pentelikon, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 8.1, epi.1, epi.2 
peplos, 2.1, 5.1, 6.1, 7.1 
meaning of term 
presented to Athena, 5.1, 5.2, 7.1 
as shroud (entaphion), 5.1, 7.1 
as victory mantle (niketerion) 
weaving of, 5.1, 7.1 
peplos scene, Parthenon east frieze, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 5.6 
performance, prl.1, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 5.1, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 7.1, 7.2, 
7.3, 7.4, 7.5, epi.l, epi.2 
Pergamon, prl.1, 6.1, 8.1, 8.2 
Altar of Zeus at, see Pergamon Altar 


stoa of Eumenes II at, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3 
stoas within precinct of Athena Polias Nikephoros, 8.1 
temple of Athena Polias Nikephoros at, prl.1, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4, 8.5, 8.6 
theater of Dionysos, 8.1, 8.2 
Pergamon Altar, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4 
akroterion figures on, 8.1, 8.2 
apsidal building beneath 
Gigantomachy frieze of, 8.1, 8.2 
plan of, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4 
Telephos frieze of, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4 
Periklean citizenship law, 3.1, 3.2, 5.1, 7.1, 7.2, nts.1, nts.2 
Perikles, prl.1, prl.2, 1.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5, 3.6, 3.7, 3.8, 4.1, 4.2, 
5,1,.5.2,.5.3;.5.4, 6.1, 7.1, 8.1; 8.2, 8.3 
building program of, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4 
first public act of 
Funeral Oration of (431 B.c.), 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 6.1, 7.1, 8.1 
music hall (odeion) of, 1.1, 1.2, 7.1, 8.1 
oratory of 
and Panathenaia 
Samian War eulogy of 
trial of 
Perikles the Younger 
periodos, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3 
Peripatetics 
Peripatos, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5 
Persephone, 5.1, 5.2, 8.1 
Persians, 1.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 
Persian Wars, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 
siege and destruction of Acropolis in, prl.1, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 
2431, 3.2.33, 6.1 
Phaidros, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5 
Phainias 
Phaleron, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 7.1 
Phanodemos 
Pheidias, 2.1, 3.1, 3.2, 6.1, 7.1, 8.1 
Athena Parthenos statue of, see Athena Parthenos 
Bronze Athena of, 3.1, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3 
Marathon monument at Delphi 
as Parthenon planner and overseer, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 
and Parthenon sculptures, 3.1, 4.1, 5.1 
and self-portrait on shield of Athena Parthenos 
statue of Zeus at Olympia by 
Philadelphia Museum of Art 
Philetairos, 8.1, 8.2 


Philip II, King of Macedon, 3.1, 4.1, 8.1 
Philip V, King of Macedon 
Philaidai, 2.1, 3.1 
Philochoros, 7.1, 7.2 
Philomela 
Photios 
Phye 
piety 
Pindar 
Piraeus, 1.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 
Pizzicolli, Cyriaco de’ (Cyriacos of Ancona), 5.1, 5.2, epi.1 
plague, at Athens, prl.1, 1.1, 3.1, 4.1, 6.1, 6.2, 8.1, nts.1 
Plataia, Battle of, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1, 3.2, 5.1, 6.1 
Plato, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5, 1.6, 3.1, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, 7.1, 8.1, 8.2, epi.1 
Euthydemos 
Kritias, 1.1, 1.2 
Laws 
Lysis 
Menexenus, 1.1, 4.1 
Phaidros, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 3.1 
Republic 
Timaeus 
Plenderleith, H. J., 8.1, 8.2 
Pliny, 7.1, 7.2 
Plutarch, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 4.1, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1, 7.2 
Life of ... Perikles, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5, 3.6; Kimon, nts.1, nts.2, nts.3; 
Sulla, nts.4, nts.5; Demosthenes, 1.1; Nikias, 6.1; Themistokles, 4.1, 
7.1; Theseus, 2.1; Lykourgos, 3.7 
Periklean building program described by, 3.1, 3.2 
Plynteria, 7.1, 7.2 
Pnyx, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 3.1 
Pococke, Edward 
Podarkes (horse) 
polemarch, magistrate of war 
politeia, prl.1, 3.1, 7.1, 7.2 
polychromy, 2.1, 3.1, 5.1, 8.1 
Polydeukes, 1.1, 5.1, 5.2 
Polykrates 
Polyxena, 5.1, 5.2, 6.1 
Pompeion 
Pontos 
Porch of the Maidens, Erechtheion, 2.1, 4.1, 7.1, 7.2, 8.1 
see also Erechtheion; karyatid(s) 
poros pediments, 2.1, 5.1 


Portait of a Priestess (Connelly) 
Poseidon, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5, 3.6, 3.7, 
4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 5.6, 5.7, 5.8, 5.9, 8.1, 8.2 
see also Athena: contest of Poseidon and 
spring nymphs and, 1.1, 2.1 
Poseidon-Erechtheus, 2.1, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, 6.1, 8.1 
sacrifices to 
Poseidon Helikonios 
Poseidon Hippios 
Poseidonia (Paestum), Italy 
potamonymy 
potters (keramei) 
pottery 
Praxiteles 
Praxithea, 1.1, 1.2, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 4.5, 4.6, 4.7, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 
5.4, 5.5, 6.1, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3; 7.4, 8.1; 8.2 
Athena and, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2 
name of 
on Parthenon frieze, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 5.6, 5.7, epi.1 
prayer, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 3.1, 5.1, 5.2, 61, 7.1 
movement and expenditure of energy as, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4 
Parthenon frieze as, prl.1, 5.1 
Priam, King of Troy, 5.1, 6.1 
priesthoods, 2.1, 3.1 
Princeton Painter, 7.1, 7.2 
procession, see Panathenaia: procession of 
Prokne 
Prokris, 4.1, 7.1, 7.2 
Promania 
Prometheus, 1.1, 7.1 
property and land ownership in Athens, 1.1, 1.2, 3.1, 7.1 
Propylaia, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 5.1, 6.1, 7.1 
Protagoras 
proto-Corinthian columns, 3.1, 3.2, 6.1, 6.2 
see also akanthos 
Protogeneia, 4.1, 7.1 
Pseudo-Hyginus, Astronomica 
Ptolemy I, King of Egypt 
public cemetery (demosion sema), 1.1 
Putin, Vladimir 
Pyrrha, 1.1, 6.1 
pyrrhike 
Pyrrhos, 6.1, 7.1 
pyrrichos, 7.1, 7.2 


Pythaia, Pythian Festival and Games, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1, 7.2 
see also Delphi 

Pythaistai 

Pythia, 6.1, 6.2 

Python 


“Queen of the Night,” Burney relief, 7.1, 7.2 


racism 
radical democracy, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 
Randolph, Bernard 
Recherches de Papyrologie 
regulae 
religion, pri.1, prl.2, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 2.5, 2.6, 2.7, 
3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5, 3.6, 4.1, 4:2, 4.3, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1, 
7:2; 7:3; 7-4; 8:1, B25 Osa; EPL epi.2, Epi. 
and Athenian democracy, 3.1, 7.1 
as embedded in all things, 7.1, 8.1 
Renfrew, Lord 
Revett, Nicholas, 5.1, 5.2, 8.1 
Antiquities of Athens: Measured and Delineated 
Rhea, 2.1, 2.2 
Rhegium 
Rhodes, Cecil 
Ridgway, Brunilde, 5.1, 7.1 
Riedesel, Johann Hermann von 
Rigveda 
ritual, prl.1, prl.2, prl.3, prl.4, prl.5, prl.6, prl.7, prl.8, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 
15, 16, 2.1, 9.2 23,2425, 26, 27, 3.324142, 43 44, 
5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 6.5, 6.6, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4, 
7.5, 7.6, 7.7, epi.1 
river nymphs (naiads), 1.1, 5.1 
Robertson, Martin 
Robertson, Noel 
role-reversing practices 
Roman Empire 
Roux, Georges, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3 
Roxane 
Royal Institute of British Architects 
Royal Society, 5.1, 5.2, epi.1 
Rykwert, Joseph 


sacred laws, 4.1, 4.2 
Sacred Way, 1.1, 7.1 


Athens, from city gate to Acropolis, see Panathenaic Way 
from Athens to Eleusis, 1.1, 1.2, 7.1 
at Delphi, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1 
from Sparta to Amyklai 
sacrifice, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5, 4.1, 5.1, 7.1 
of Andromeda, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 
animal, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 5.6, 7.1, 7.2, 7.3, 7.4 
for common good, self-sacrifice, prl.1, 3.1, 4.1, 4.2, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 7.1, 
8.1, epi.1 
of daughters of Antipoinos, 4.1, 4.2 
of daughters of Orion 
depicted on Parthenon frieze, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 5.6, 5.7, 5.8, 5.9, 
5.10, 5.11, 7.1 
of the Erechtheidai (daughters of Erechtheus), 3.1, 4.1, 4.2, 5.1, 5.2, 
5.3,.5.4,, 5.5,6.1, 6.2, 6.8, 7.1, 7.2. 7:3, 74, 8.1, epil 
human, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 5.1, 5.2, epi.1 
of Iphigeneia, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, epi.1 
of Makaria (daughter of Herakles), 4.1, 4.2, 5.1, 5.2 
of Persian princes 
of Polyxena, 5.1, 5.2, 6.1 
prebattle (sphagion), 1.1, 4.1, 4.2, 5.1 
thanksgiving, 5.1, 6.1 
virgin, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 6.1, 7.1, epi.1 
St. Clair, William, 8.1, epi.1 
Saint George Alexandrinos 
Saint Nikolaos 
Saint Paraskevi 
Saisara 
Salamis, Battle of, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 4.1, 5.1, 6.1, 7.1, 7.2 
Samian War 
Samos, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1 
“Sandalbinder” 
Saronic Gulf, 1.1, 1.2 
Sarti, Pietro Angelo 
Scherer, Jean 
Schliemann, Heinrich 
Scholl, Andreas 
Second Bank of the United States 
Second Macedonian War 
Sejid Abdullah Kaimmecam 
Selene, in east pediment of Parthenon, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 8.1 
on north metopes of Parthenon, 3.1, 3.2 
Seleukos 
Selinos, King of Aigialeia 


Semnai 
Semper, Gottfried 
serpents, snakes, 1.1, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 2.5, 2.6, 2.7, 2.8, 2.9, 3.1, 4.1, 
4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1, 7.2, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4 
Seven Wonders of the Ancient World 
Severe style, in Greek sculpture 
Sextus Julius Africanus 
shields, 3.1, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 6.5, 6.6, 6.7, 6.8, 7.1, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3 
displayed on Parthenon architrave, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4 
Shroud of Turin 
shrouds (entaphion), 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 7.1, epi.1 
Sicily, 2.1, 6.1 
Sikelianos, Penelope 
silver mines 
Simos, priest of Athens, 5.1, 5.2 
simultaneous narrative 
Siphnian Treasury, 5.1, 5.2 
Sisyphos 
Sixth Ottoman-Venetian War, prl.1, 3.1, 3.2, 5.1, 5.2, epi.1, epi.2, epi.3 
skaphai, 5.1, 5.2 
skaphephoroi (tray bearers), 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 
honey carried by, 5.1, 5.2 
skyphos, 1.1, 7.1 
Skyphos Sanctuary, 1.1, 7.1 
Skyros 
slavery, 1.1, 2.1 
Snodgrass, Anthony, 5.1, 6.1 
Sokrates, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 1.5, 8.1, epi.1 
Solon, 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 5.1, 7.1 
Sophokles 
Andromeda 
Iphigeneia 
Kreousa 
Polyxena, 4.1, 5.1 
Sorbonne 
Sorbonne Papyrus 2328, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 5.1 
Sostratos 
Sourvinou-Inwood, Christiane 
south slope, Acropolis, of, 1.1, 2.1, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4, epi.1, 
nts.1 
South Slope Spring, 1.1, 1.2 
Spaeth, Barbette 
Sparta, 2.1, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 6.5, 8.1, 8.2 
culture of 


sphagion(ia), 1.1, 4.1, 4.2, 5.1 
Sphakteria, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 8.1 
Sphinxes 
at Aegina 
at Cyrene 
Naxian Sphinx, 6.1, 6.2 
Sphinx on Archaic Acropolis 
spondophoroi 
spring nymphs, 1.1, 1.2 
springs, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 2.1, 3.1 
stadion 
Steichen, Edward, 7.1, 7.2 
stephane 
Sterope, Queen, 5.1, 5.2 
Stesichoros, Song of Geryon 
Stobaeus 
Stoicism 
stools, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 
Strabo, 1.1, 3.1, 6.1 
strategoi, 1.1, 3.1, 3.2 
Strefi Hill, 1.1, 1.2 
strophes 
Stuart, James, 5.1, 8.1 
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stylobate 
Styx 
suicide, 1.1, 4.1 
of daughters of Kekrops, 4.1, 4.2 
of Nero 
of older daughters of Erechtheus, 4.1, 4.2, 5.1, 7.1, epi.1 
Sumerians 
Supreme Court Building, U.S. 
swaddling clothes, 1.1, 5.1, 7.1 
synoris, 7.1, 7.2 


Tanagra, Battle of, 3.1, 6.1 
Tarentum 
Tartaros, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3 
Telephos, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4, 8.5, 8.6 
Telephos frieze, Pegamon, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4 
teletarches 
temples, prl.1, 6.1, 6.2 
decoration of 
orientation of 


tethrippon 

Tethys, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3 

tetradrachms, 7.1, 7.2 

Teuthras 

Thales of Miletos 

thallophoroi (elders), 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 5.6, 5.7, 6.1 

Theagenes 

Theano 

Theater of Dionysos, Athens, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 7.1, 7.2, 8.1, 8.2, 
8.3 

Thebes, 1.1, 6.1, 6.2 

Themis 

Themistokles, 1.1, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 3.1, 4.1, 7.1, 7.2 

Themistoklean walls, 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 3.1 

Theodosios I, Roman Emperor, closing of temples by, prl.1, 7.1 

Theophrastos 

Theotokos Atheniotissa 

Theoxenia 

Thermopylai, Battle of, 2.1, 6.1 

Theseion (Hephaisteion), 1.1, 5.1, 5.2, 8.1, nts.1 

Theseus, 1.1, 2.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 5.1, 6.1, 7.1 

thetes (laborers), 1.1, 2.1 

Thetis 

Thompson, Homer 

Thrace, 2.1, 3.1 

Thracians 

Thrasyllos 

Thriasion Plain, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4 

Thuban (Alpha Draconis) 

Thucydides (historian), 1.1, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 4.2, 5.1, 6.1 

Peloponnesian War, 3.1, 7.1 

Thucydides (son of Melesias) 

Thyechoos 

Thyia 

Timarchos 

Timiades Painter, 5.1 

Timokrite 

Timomachos 

Tirumalai Nayak 

Tiryns 

Titans, Titanomachy, 1.1, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 3.1, 7.1, 8.1 

tomD(s), 1.1, 3.1, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 4.5, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 
6:5. 7.1; 7.2; 8.1 

tombs and temples prl.1, 6.1, 6.2 


topography, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, 3.1, 3.2, 7.1, epi. 

Tourkovounia Hill 

tragedoeia 

Transfiguration of the Savior, Church of 

treasurer 

treasury, of Athens 

Treasury Building, U.S. 

Tréheux, Jacques, 6.1, 6.2 

triglyphs, 3.1, 3.2 

Triptolemos 

Tritogeneia, 1.1, 3.1 

Triton, son of Poseidon, 1.1, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3 

Tritones, 3.1, 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4 

Tritonis (nymph) 

Tritonis, Lake 

Triton river 

Trojans 

Trojan War, 4.1, 4.2, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 6.1, 6.2, 7.1, 7.2, 8.1 
on north metopes of Parthenon, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 5.1 

Troy, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2 

Tschumi, Bernard 

Tydareos, King, 5.1 

Typhon (Typhoeus), 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 5.1, 8.1 

tyranny, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 5.1, 7.1, 7.2 


ululation, see ololugmata 
“universal museum,” 346, epi.1, epi.2, epi.3 
Utnapishtim 


vases and vessels, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 2.2, 3.1, 3.2, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 5.1, 5.2, 
5.8, 5:4,.5.5, 5:6;5.7,.5.8, 5.9. 5.10, 5.11, 542..5.13, 5.14, 5.15; 
5.16, 5.17, 7-1, 7:2, 7.3, 747:5, 76, Lal A Op 79 

see also amphora(e) 

Vedas, 2.1, epi.1 

Venizelos, Evangelos 

Venus rings 

Vernon, Francis, 5.1, epi.1 

Viollet-le-Duc, Eugène Emmanuel 

Virgin Mary, 1.1, 7.1, epi.1 

virgin sacrifice, 4.1, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 6.1, 7.1, epi.1 

Virgo 

Visigoths 

Vitruvius 

votive objects, 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 2.1, 5.1, 6.1, 7.1 


Walhalla, Bavaria, prl.1, prl.2 
war, warfare, prl.1, 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 
4.4, 4.5, 4.6, 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 6.5, 6.6, 6.7, 
Z727 7A 7D 
Ares as god of 
Athena as goddess of, 1.1, 1.2 
Athenians vs. Atlantids 
booty from, dedicated in sanctuaries, 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 6.5, 6.6, 6.7, 
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Friends, Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema, 1868. Birmingham, 
Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery. © Birmingham Museum 
and Art Gallery. 
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PARTHENON FRIEZE East and North 


East Frieze (approximately 21.24 meters = 69.68 feet) 
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North Frieze (approximately 58.70 meters = 192.50 feet) 


PARTHENON FRIEZE West and South 


West Frieze (approximately 21.24 meters = 69.68 feet) 
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South Frieze (approximately 58.70 meters = 192.50 feet) 
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Orthophotomosaic of the Acropolis, 2009. © Acropolis Restoration Service 
(illustration credit ill.132) 


Athenian Acropolis from southeast, view of East Cave and South Slope. 
(illustration credit ill.133) 


Limestone snake from Bluebeard Temple pediment (Hekatompedon?), Athenian 
Acropolis. © Acropolis Museum (illustration credit ill.134) 


Hypothetical visualization of Archaic Acropolis with Hekatompedon at south 
(above) and Old Athena Temple at north (below). D. Tsalkanis (illustration 
credit ill.135) 


Bluebeard monster, Bluebeard Temple pediment (Hekatompedon?), Athenian 
Acropolis. © Acropolis Museum (illustration credit ill.136) 


Zeus battling Typhon, Chalkidean hydria. Munich, Staatliche Antikensammlung 
596 (illustration credit ill.137) 


Raking cornice with lotus flowers, Bluebeard Temple pediment 
(Hekatompedon?), Athenian Acropolis. © Acropolis Museum (illustration credit 
ill.138) 


Herakles wrestling Triton, Bluebeard Temple pediment (Hekatompedon?), 
Athenian Acropolis. © Acropolis Museum (illustration credit ill.139) 
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Birth of Athena, east pediment, Parthenon. (illustration credit ill.140) 


Contest of Athena and Poseidon, west pediment, Parthenon. (illustration credit 
ill.141) 


Maiden basket bearer leads sacrificial procession toward Athena’s altar at far 
left, behind which Athena and her priestess stand, as male worshipper 
approaches. Attic black-figure cup, ca. 550 B.c. Private collection (illustration 
credit ill.142) 


Akanthos finial akroterion, Parthenon. © Acropolis Museum (illustration credit 
ill.143) 


Life-size replica of Pheidias’s statue of Athena Parthenos by A. LeQuire, 
Centennial Park Parthenon, Nashville, Tennessee. (illustration credit ill.144) 


Processional route along the Panathenaic Way from the Kerameikos to the 
Acropolis. (illustration credit ill.145) 


Owl perched upon altar as male worshipper approaches; sheep and bull await 
sacrifice, black-figure hydria. Uppsala University Antikensammlung 352 
(illustration credit ill.146) 


Pheidias Showing the Frieze of the Parthenon to His Friends, Sir Lawrence Alma- 
Tadema, 1868. Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery © Birmingham Museums 
Trust (illustration credit ill.147) 
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